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1. ABSTRACT 

The evolution of tourism distribution channels represents one of the most transformative 

developments within the global travel and hospitality industry. Over the past several decades, 

tourism distribution has shifted from a predominantly intermediary-driven, relationship-based 

system to a highly digitized, technology-enabled ecosystem characterized by platform 

dominance, data analytics, and global connectivity. Historically, travel agents and tour 

operators functioned as essential intermediaries, reducing information asymmetry and 

facilitating access to tourism products. However, the emergence of Global Distribution 

Systems (GDS) in the late twentieth century marked the first wave of technological 

disruption, enabling real-time inventory management and global reservation capabilities. 

The commercialization of the internet in the 1990s accelerated structural change, leading to 

the rapid rise of Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) such as Expedia and Booking.com. These 

platforms introduced price transparency, enhanced consumer empowerment, and intensified 

market competition. Simultaneously, suppliers—including airlines and hotel chains—pursued 

disintermediation strategies through direct online booking platforms, loyalty programs, and 

digital marketing initiatives. Rather than eliminating intermediaries entirely, the industry 

experienced reintermediation, with digital platforms replacing traditional travel agents and 

creating new power dynamics within the tourism value chain. 

This report critically examines the historical progression and contemporary structure of 

tourism distribution channels using theoretical frameworks such as transaction cost 

economics, digital platform theory, and value chain analysis. Through qualitative analysis of 

academic literature and real-world case studies from airlines and hotels, the study evaluates 

how technological advancements, social media influence, mobile applications, and artificial 

intelligence have reshaped distribution strategies. The findings demonstrate that while 
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digitalization has enhanced efficiency, global reach, and personalization capabilities, it has 

also increased commission pressures and platform dependency. The report concludes that 

sustainable competitive advantage in tourism distribution requires a balanced, multi-channel 

approach integrating direct and indirect strategies supported by data-driven decision-making 

and technological innovation. 
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2. INTRODUCTION 

Tourism is one of the most dynamic and globally interconnected industries in the 

contemporary economy, contributing significantly to employment generation, foreign 

exchange earnings, and regional development. At the core of its operational and commercial 

structure lies the distribution system — the complex network of intermediaries, technologies, 

and marketing mechanisms that connect tourism suppliers with end consumers. Distribution 

channels determine how tourism products are presented, priced, accessed, and purchased. As 

such, they are not merely logistical mechanisms but strategic instruments that influence 

competitiveness, profitability, and brand positioning within the global marketplace. 

Historically, tourism distribution operated within a relatively stable and linear structure 

dominated by traditional intermediaries such as travel agents and tour operators. These actors 

performed critical functions including information dissemination, booking facilitation, 

packaging of services, and risk reduction for both suppliers and consumers. In an era 

characterized by limited information access and high uncertainty, intermediaries reduced 

transaction costs and mitigated perceived travel risks. The traditional distribution model was 

therefore built upon personal relationships, geographic proximity, and commission-based 

compensation structures. 

However, the rapid development of information and communication technologies (ICTs) 

beginning in the late twentieth century initiated profound structural change. The introduction 

of computerized reservation systems and later Global Distribution Systems (GDS) marked 

the first wave of technological transformation in tourism distribution. These systems 

centralized inventory management and enabled real-time bookings, fundamentally altering 

the efficiency and scale of tourism transactions. Yet, while GDS improved operational 

capabilities, they also increased supplier dependency on centralized technological platforms. 
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The commercialization of the internet in the 1990s represented a second and more disruptive 

wave of transformation. Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) such as Expedia, Booking.com, and 

Priceline emerged as powerful digital intermediaries, offering consumers unprecedented price 

transparency and comparison capabilities. This shift dramatically reconfigured market power, 

reduced information asymmetry, and intensified competition. Consumers were no longer 

dependent solely on travel agents for advice and bookings; instead, they could independently 

research, compare, and purchase tourism products through online platforms. 

Initially, industry analysts predicted that digital technologies would lead to widespread 

disintermediation — the elimination of intermediaries in favor of direct supplier-consumer 

transactions. Airlines and hotel chains invested heavily in proprietary websites, online 

booking engines, and loyalty programs designed to bypass traditional intermediaries and 

reduce commission expenses. Low-cost carriers, in particular, embraced direct distribution 

strategies as a core component of their business models. 

Yet, rather than witnessing the disappearance of intermediaries, the tourism sector 

experienced a process of reintermediation. New digital actors replaced traditional ones, and 

platform-based ecosystems emerged as dominant structures within the industry. OTAs, meta-

search engines, review platforms, and social media networks collectively formed an 

integrated digital environment that now shapes consumer decision-making and distribution 

strategies. This transformation reflects broader shifts associated with digital platform 

economies, where network effects, data analytics, and algorithmic visibility determine 

competitive positioning. 

Furthermore, the rise of mobile technologies, social media platforms, and artificial 

intelligence has added additional layers of complexity to tourism distribution. Mobile 

applications enable real-time bookings and location-based marketing, while social media 



Page 7 of 51 
 

platforms influence consumer perceptions through user-generated content and influencer 

marketing. Artificial intelligence and big data analytics now support personalized pricing, 

predictive demand forecasting, and targeted promotional strategies. As a result, tourism 

distribution has evolved from a simple transactional system into a sophisticated, data-driven 

ecosystem that integrates marketing, technology, and revenue management. 

These developments raise important strategic and theoretical questions. How have power 

dynamics shifted between suppliers and intermediaries in the digital age? To what extent has 

technology reduced transaction costs or simply redistributed them? How can tourism 

businesses balance direct and indirect distribution channels to optimize profitability while 

maintaining market visibility? Addressing these questions requires a critical examination 

grounded in established theoretical frameworks. 

This report therefore draws upon transaction cost economics (Williamson, 1985), digital 

platform theory, and value chain analysis (Porter, 1985) to analyze the evolution of tourism 

distribution channels. Transaction cost economics provides insight into why firms restructure 

distribution strategies to minimize coordination and commission costs. Digital platform 

theory explains the dominance of OTAs and meta-search engines through network effects and 

data control. Value chain analysis highlights how distribution functions create or erode 

competitive advantage. 

The purpose of this assignment is to critically explore the evolution of tourism distribution 

channels from traditional intermediary-based systems to contemporary digital ecosystems. 

Specifically, the report aims to: 

• Examine the historical development of traditional tourism distribution systems 

• Analyze the impact of Global Distribution Systems and the internet on structural 

transformation 
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• Evaluate the strategic role of Online Travel Agencies and meta-search platforms 

• Investigate the influence of social media, mobile technologies, and personalization 

tools 

• Assess how airlines and hotel chains have adapted their distribution strategies 

• Critically discuss the implications of digitalization for power dynamics, profitability, 

and long-term sustainability 

By integrating theoretical perspectives with real-world case studies, this report seeks to 

provide a comprehensive understanding of the changing architecture of tourism distribution. 

The analysis demonstrates that the evolution of distribution channels is not merely a 

technological shift but a strategic reconfiguration of relationships, value creation 

mechanisms, and competitive dynamics within the global tourism industry. 

In doing so, the report contributes to a deeper understanding of how tourism organizations 

must navigate increasingly complex distribution environments. The findings underscore that 

sustainable competitive advantage in the digital era requires a carefully balanced, multi-

channel distribution strategy supported by technological innovation, data-driven decision-

making, and strategic platform engagement. 
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3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The evolution of tourism distribution channels has attracted significant scholarly attention 

due to its transformative impact on market structures, competitive dynamics, and consumer 

behaviour. Academic literature identifies tourism distribution as a complex system involving 

multiple stakeholders, including suppliers, intermediaries, technology providers, and 

consumers. Over time, this system has transitioned from a linear, intermediary-dominated 

structure to a dynamic digital ecosystem characterized by platform-based intermediation, data 

analytics, and global connectivity. This section critically reviews the theoretical and empirical 

literature related to traditional distribution systems, technological disruption, digital 

intermediaries, and emerging data-driven models. 

 

3.1 Traditional Tourism Distribution Systems 

Historically, tourism distribution operated within a hierarchical and relationship-based 

structure dominated by travel agents and tour operators. According to Middleton et al. (2009), 

traditional intermediaries performed essential economic functions by aggregating supply, 

reducing uncertainty, and simplifying complex travel arrangements for consumers. In an 

environment characterized by limited access to independent information, travel agents acted 

as trusted advisors and gatekeepers to global travel markets. 
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Figure 1. Traditional Tourism Distribution Systems 

 

Figure 2. Onboarding Manuals  
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Figure 3. Traditional Tourism Distribution Systems Model 

 

From a theoretical perspective, transaction cost economics (Williamson, 1985) provides a 

useful lens for understanding the dominance of traditional intermediaries. Transaction costs 

arise from searching for information, negotiating contracts, and enforcing agreements. In pre-

digital tourism markets, these costs were high due to fragmented supply, limited price 

transparency, and geographic barriers. Travel agents and tour operators minimized such costs 

by centralizing information and facilitating coordination between suppliers and consumers. 

However, while intermediaries reduced consumer transaction costs, they simultaneously 

introduced distribution costs for suppliers through commission payments. Airlines and hotels 

typically paid commissions ranging between 10% and 15%, creating financial dependence on 

intermediary networks. Moreover, the traditional model restricted direct communication 
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between suppliers and customers, limiting opportunities for relationship marketing and brand 

loyalty development. 

Critically, the traditional distribution system was relatively rigid and geographically 

constrained. Market access depended heavily on physical presence and established agency 

networks. As globalization intensified and technological innovation accelerated, the 

limitations of this system became increasingly apparent. 

 

3.2 Emergence of Global Distribution Systems (GDS) 

The introduction of computerized reservation systems (CRS) in the 1960s, which later 

evolved into Global Distribution Systems (GDS), marked the first major technological 

disruption in tourism distribution. Buhalis (2003) describes GDS as foundational 

infrastructure enabling real-time inventory management and automated booking 

confirmations across global markets. 

 

Figure 4. Global Distribution Systems (Sabre) 
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Figure 5. Global Distribution Systems (Amadeus) 

 

 

Figure 6. Global Distribution Systems (Galileo) 
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Major GDS platforms such as Sabre, Amadeus, and Galileo expanded beyond airline 

reservations to include hotels, car rentals, and ancillary services. These systems significantly 

improved operational efficiency and expanded global reach. 

From a structural standpoint, GDS platforms centralized market power. Airlines initially 

developed these systems to control seat inventory distribution, but over time, GDS operators 

became independent technological intermediaries charging booking fees to suppliers. This 

shift introduced a new layer of platform dependency. 

Scholars argue that while GDS reduced information asymmetry and enhanced connectivity, 

they also reinforced intermediary dominance in digital form (Buhalis & Law, 2008). The 

systems were expensive to maintain and required ongoing participation fees, leading 

suppliers to reconsider long-term distribution strategies. 

Thus, rather than eliminating intermediaries, early digitalization reshaped them. This pattern 

foreshadows later developments in OTA and platform-based distribution models. 

 

3.3 Rise of Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) 

The commercialization of the internet in the mid-1990s triggered a second and more 

disruptive transformation in tourism distribution. Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) emerged as 

digital intermediaries providing consumers with direct access to global travel inventory. 
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Figure 7. Online Travel Agencies 

 

 Figure 8. Online Travel Agencies (Expedia) 

OTAs operate primarily through commission-based models, typically charging hotels 

between 15% and 25% per booking. Their competitive advantage lies in aggregation, search 
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functionality, and user-friendly interfaces that facilitate price comparison and consumer 

choice. 

Digital platform theory offers a strong explanatory framework for OTA dominance. Platforms 

create value by facilitating interactions between multiple user groups — suppliers and 

consumers — while leveraging network effects. As more suppliers join a platform, consumer 

choice expands, attracting more users. This positive feedback loop strengthens platform 

dominance and increases barriers to entry for competitors. 

However, OTA growth has generated strategic tension within the tourism industry. Hotels and 

airlines benefit from OTA visibility and global reach but simultaneously face margin erosion 

due to high commission fees. This tension has prompted suppliers to pursue direct booking 

strategies, loyalty programs, and best-rate guarantees aimed at reducing OTA dependence. 

Critically, literature suggests that OTAs have redefined competitive dynamics by shifting 

power toward platforms that control data, visibility algorithms, and consumer relationships. 

The concentration of market share among a few dominant OTAs raises concerns regarding 

reduced bargaining power for smaller suppliers. 
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3.4 Disintermediation and Reintermediation 

The concept of disintermediation refers to the removal of intermediaries from a supply chain. 

Early internet optimism predicted that suppliers would sell directly to consumers, eliminating 

the need for agents and reducing distribution costs. 

Indeed, airlines and hotels invested heavily in direct booking websites. Low-cost carriers 

such as Ryanair adopted direct-only distribution models, avoiding GDS participation 

altogether. Hotels developed loyalty programs to incentivize repeat direct bookings. 

However, research indicates that complete disintermediation did not occur. Instead, the 

industry experienced reintermediation — the replacement of traditional intermediaries with 

digital ones. OTAs, meta-search engines, and review platforms emerged as powerful new 

actors. 

This phenomenon aligns with the concept of structural adaptation in digital markets. Rather 

than eliminating intermediaries, technology reconfigures their roles. New intermediaries 

often provide enhanced value through data analytics, personalized recommendations, and 

global marketing reach. 

From a transaction cost perspective, digital platforms reduce search costs for consumers but 

may increase coordination costs for suppliers due to commission payments and rate parity 

agreements. This dual effect explains why many tourism businesses adopt hybrid distribution 

strategies. 
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3.5 Social Media, User-Generated Content, and Consumer Empowerment 

 

Figure 9. Palm Spring Hotel (Reviews) 
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Figure 10. Hotel (Social Media Platforms) 

The rise of social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok has further 

transformed tourism distribution. User-generated content (UGC) plays a central role in 

shaping destination image and purchase decisions. 

Xiang and Gretzel (2010) argue that social media platforms have become primary sources of 

travel information, surpassing traditional marketing channels. Online reviews reduce 

perceived risk and influence booking behaviour. 

Importantly, platforms such as TripAdvisor combine content generation with booking 

functionality, blurring the distinction between marketing and distribution. Consumers now 

engage in multi-touchpoint journeys involving review platforms, social media, meta-search 

engines, and direct booking websites. 

This development reflects a shift from supplier-controlled communication to consumer-

driven information ecosystems. While this increases transparency and consumer 

empowerment, it also reduces supplier control over brand representation. 
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3.6 Mobile Technology and Data-Driven Distribution 

 

Figure 11. Mobile Technology and Data-Driven Distribution (Hotels) 

 

 

Figure 12. Mobile Technology and Data-Driven Distribution (Airlines) 
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Figure 13. Mobile Technology and Data-Driven Distribution (Airlines) 

 

The widespread adoption of smartphones has accelerated mobile-first distribution strategies. 

Mobile applications enable real-time bookings, location-based promotions, and seamless 

digital experiences. 

Artificial intelligence (AI) and big data analytics now underpin personalized marketing 

strategies. Predictive algorithms analyse browsing behaviour, purchase history, and 

demographic data to deliver targeted offers. 

From a strategic management perspective, data has become a core competitive asset. Firms 

that control consumer data possess stronger capabilities for demand forecasting, dynamic 

pricing, and customer retention. 

However, literature also highlights concerns related to privacy, data security, and algorithmic 

bias. As distribution systems become increasingly data-driven, ethical and regulatory 

challenges intensify. 
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Synthesis of Literature 

The literature reveals that tourism distribution has evolved through multiple technological 

waves rather than a single disruptive event. Traditional intermediaries reduced transaction 

costs in pre-digital markets. GDS systems digitized reservations but preserved intermediary 

roles. OTAs and digital platforms introduced network-driven market dominance. Social 

media and mobile technologies further decentralized information control while increasing 

data dependency. 

Overall, tourism distribution has shifted from a linear supply chain to a platform-based 

ecosystem characterized by: 

• Network effects 

• Data centralization 

• Hybrid channel strategies 

• Enhanced consumer empowerment 

• Strategic platform dependency 

This theoretical and empirical foundation provides the basis for analyzing real-world 

adaptations in airlines and hotels, which are examined in the subsequent sections. 
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4. Methodology 

4.1 Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative research design based on secondary data analysis to critically 

examine the evolution of tourism distribution channels. Given that the research objective 

focuses on structural transformation, strategic adaptation, and theoretical interpretation rather 

than numerical hypothesis testing, a qualitative approach is considered most appropriate. 

Qualitative research enables in-depth exploration of complex industry changes, stakeholder 

relationships, and evolving technological ecosystems. 

The research follows an interpretivist paradigm, recognizing that tourism distribution systems 

are shaped by technological innovation, strategic managerial decisions, market forces, and 

consumer behaviour. Rather than seeking universal causal laws, this study aims to interpret 

patterns of transformation and understand how industry actors adapt within changing 

distribution environments. 

The research design is primarily exploratory and analytical. It synthesizes existing academic 

knowledge and industry evidence to develop a critical understanding of how tourism 

distribution has evolved from traditional intermediary-based models to digital platform 

ecosystems. 

 

4.2 Data Collection Method 

The study relies exclusively on secondary data sources, including: 

• Peer-reviewed academic journal articles 

• Academic textbooks on tourism marketing and distribution 
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• Industry reports from major tourism organizations 

• Corporate case studies from airlines and hotel chains 

• Company websites and investor reports 

• Professional tourism publications 

Secondary research is appropriate because the topic concerns macro-level industry 

transformation rather than primary consumer behaviour measurement. Existing literature 

provides extensive theoretical frameworks and empirical insights into digital transformation 

in tourism. 

The literature review process followed a structured approach: 

1. Identification of key themes (traditional intermediaries, GDS, OTAs, digital 

platforms, mobile technology). 

2. Selection of relevant scholarly sources addressing tourism distribution and 

digitalization. 

3. Comparative analysis of theoretical perspectives. 

4. Integration of academic concepts with contemporary industry examples. 

This systematic approach enhances the credibility and coherence of the analysis. 

 

4.3 Case Study Approach 

To strengthen real-world relevance and practical application, this study incorporates a 

comparative case study method focusing on two major tourism sectors: 

• The airline industry 
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• The hotel industry 

These sectors were selected for the following reasons: 

1. Both industries have experienced significant distribution transformation. 

2. Airlines were early adopters of computerized reservation systems and GDS. 

3. Hotels are highly dependent on OTAs and platform-based intermediaries. 

4. Both sectors demonstrate contrasting distribution strategies (direct vs. indirect 

models). 

Within these sectors, illustrative cases such as Southwest Airlines, Ryanair, Emirates, 

Marriott International, Hilton Worldwide, and Accor Group are examined. These companies 

represent different strategic responses to digital disruption, enabling comparative analysis of 

distribution strategies. 

The case study method allows the research to move beyond theoretical discussion and 

evaluate practical implications of digital distribution transformation. 

4.4 Theoretical Frameworks Applied 

The analysis integrates three primary theoretical frameworks to interpret findings: 

1. Transaction Cost Economics (Williamson, 1985) 

This theory explains how firms structure relationships to minimize transaction costs 

associated with search, negotiation, and enforcement. It is applied to: 

• Understand the role of traditional travel agents 

• Analyze the cost implications of OTA commissions 

• Evaluate direct booking strategies 
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2. Digital Platform Theory 

Platform theory explains how multi-sided markets create value through network effects. It is 

used to analyses: 

• OTA dominance 

• Meta-search engine growth 

• Data control and algorithmic visibility 

3. Value Chain Analysis (Porter, 1985) 

Porter’s value chain model is applied to evaluate how distribution functions contribute to 

competitive advantage. It helps assess whether distribution creates value or erodes margins 

through commission dependency. 

The integration of these theoretical perspectives strengthens the academic rigor of the 

research and ensures analytical depth rather than descriptive reporting. 

 

4.5 Data Analysis Procedure 

The collected literature and industry evidence were analysed using thematic analysis. 

Thematic analysis involves identifying recurring patterns and organizing findings into key 

conceptual categories. 

The major analytical themes identified include: 

• Intermediary dominance in traditional systems 

• Technological disruption through GDS 

• OTA market concentration and platform power 



Page 27 of 51 
 

• Disintermediation and reintermediation 

• Consumer empowerment and transparency 

• Hybrid distribution strategies 

• Data-driven personalization 

Each theme was critically examined in relation to theoretical frameworks to ensure analytical 

integration. 

Comparative analysis was conducted between traditional and digital models to evaluate 

structural differences, strategic implications, and power dynamics. 

 

4.6 Reliability and Validity 

Although the research relies on secondary data, several measures were taken to enhance 

reliability and validity: 

• Use of peer-reviewed academic sources 

• Inclusion of established theoretical frameworks 

• Cross-referencing multiple academic perspectives 

• Integration of industry case examples to support theoretical claims 

Triangulation was achieved by combining academic literature, industry reports, and company 

strategies to confirm consistency of findings. 

While primary empirical data (e.g., surveys or interviews) could provide additional insight, 

the scope of this assignment focuses on structural analysis rather than original field data 

collection. 
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4.7 Limitations of the Study 

Despite efforts to ensure academic rigor, the study has several limitations: 

1. Dependence on secondary data: Findings are based on existing research rather than 

original empirical data. 

2. Rapid technological change: The tourism industry evolves quickly; some distribution 

strategies may continue to change beyond the scope of this analysis. 

3. Geographical variation: Distribution structures may differ across regions, but this 

study primarily focuses on global market leaders. 

4. Platform confidentiality: Detailed commission agreements and algorithmic ranking 

systems are often proprietary and not publicly disclosed. 

These limitations do not undermine the validity of the analysis but indicate areas for future 

research. 

4.8 Ethical Considerations 

As this research is based entirely on publicly available secondary sources, no direct human 

participants were involved. Therefore: 

• No personal data were collected. 

• No confidentiality issues arose. 

• All sources are properly cited according to APA guidelines. 

Academic integrity has been maintained through appropriate referencing and critical 

synthesis rather than replication of existing texts. 



Page 29 of 51 
 

 

4.9 Justification of Methodological Choice 

The qualitative secondary research approach is justified because the objective of this study is 

to critically evaluate structural transformation in tourism distribution rather than to measure 

specific behavioural variables. 

The combination of theoretical analysis and real-world case application ensures that the study 

satisfies academic assessment criteria, particularly: 

• Depth of Knowledge (comprehensive literature integration) 

• Critical Analysis (evaluation of structural power shifts) 

• Application of Theory (integration of economic and platform theory) 

• Real-World Relevance (airline and hotel case studies) 

Overall, the chosen methodology provides a robust foundation for examining the evolution of 

tourism distribution channels and interpreting strategic implications within a rapidly 

digitalizing industry. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page 30 of 51 
 

5.  Findings 

The findings of this study reveal that the evolution of tourism distribution channels has not 

followed a simple linear path from traditional to digital systems. Instead, it reflects a process 

of structural transformation characterized by technological disruption, strategic adaptation, 

and shifting power dynamics. The airline and hotel industries provide strong illustrative 

examples of how suppliers have responded differently to the rise of digital intermediaries 

while navigating challenges related to cost control, visibility, and competitive positioning. 

 

5.1 Transformation in the Airline Industry 

The airline industry represents one of the earliest adopters of technological distribution 

systems. Airlines initially developed Computer Reservation Systems (CRS), which later 

evolved into Global Distribution Systems (GDS). These systems were designed to improve 

efficiency and centralize seat inventory management. 

5.1.1 Traditional Distribution Dependence 

Historically, airlines relied heavily on travel agents connected through GDS platforms such as 

Sabre and Amadeus. Travel agents played a central role in ticket issuance and itinerary 

management, particularly for complex international travel. Commission-based payments 

formed a significant portion of distribution costs. 

While GDS improved booking efficiency, airlines increasingly perceived these systems as 

costly intermediaries. Participation fees, booking charges, and commission payments 

significantly reduced margins. From a transaction cost perspective, airlines began evaluating 

whether direct distribution could reduce coordination and intermediary expenses. 
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5.1.2 Rise of Direct Online Booking 

With the commercialization of the internet in the 1990s, airlines rapidly adopted direct 

booking systems through proprietary websites. 

 

Figure 14. Online Booking 
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Case Study: Southwest Airlines 

Southwest Airlines became a pioneer in direct online distribution. By minimizing reliance on 

GDS platforms and encouraging customers to book directly through its website, Southwest 

significantly reduced distribution costs. This strategy aligned with its low-cost business 

model and contributed to improved operational efficiency. 

Southwest’s strategy demonstrates successful disintermediation, particularly for domestic 

point-to-point travel where complexity is limited. 
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Case Study: Ryanair 

Ryanair adopted an even more aggressive direct-only strategy, refusing to distribute inventory 

via traditional GDS systems for many years. This approach allowed Ryanair to maintain cost 

leadership and control customer data directly. 

However, as the market evolved, Ryanair eventually re-engaged with selected intermediaries 

to expand reach, reflecting the limitations of complete disintermediation. 

 

5.1.3 Hybrid Distribution Strategy: Emirates 

In contrast, full-service carriers such as Emirates pursue hybrid distribution strategies. 

Emirates participates in GDS platforms to maintain access to corporate travel markets while 

simultaneously investing in strong direct booking platforms and loyalty programs 

(Skywards). This dual-channel approach allows Emirates to balance global visibility with 

brand control. 

This finding suggests that airline distribution strategy is closely linked to business model 

orientation: 

• Low-cost carriers favor direct channels. 

• Full-service carriers adopt multi-channel strategies. 

 

5.1.4 Ancillary Revenue and Digital Upselling 

Another significant finding in airline distribution is the growth of ancillary revenue streams. 

Digital platforms allow airlines to sell: 
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• Seat selection 

• Extra baggage 

• In-flight meals 

• Priority boarding 

• Travel insurance 

Direct digital channels facilitate cross-selling and dynamic pricing. Control over customer 

data enables targeted upselling, enhancing revenue per passenger. 

Thus, distribution channels are no longer solely about ticket sales but about maximizing 

customer lifetime value. 

 

5.2 Transformation in the Hotel Industry 

Compared to airlines, hotels have experienced more intense dependence on Online Travel 

Agencies (OTAs). 
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Figure 15. Online Booking 
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Figure 15. Online Booking by Mobile 

5.2.1 OTA Dependency and Commission Pressure 

Hotels, particularly independent properties, rely heavily on OTAs for global exposure. 

Platforms such as Booking.com and Expedia aggregate thousands of properties, offering 

consumers price comparison tools and review-based decision support. 

However, OTA commissions typically range between 15% and 25%, significantly reducing 

hotel profit margins. Smaller hotels often lack the marketing budgets required to attract direct 

bookings independently, reinforcing dependency. 

From a digital platform theory perspective, OTAs benefit from strong network effects: 

• More hotels attract more customers. 

• More customers attract more hotels. 

This creates high switching costs and concentrated market power. 

 

5.2.2 Strategic Response: Loyalty Programs and Direct Booking Campaigns 

Major hotel chains have responded by strengthening direct booking incentives. 
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Case Study: Marriott International 

Marriott launched aggressive “Book Direct” campaigns offering loyalty points, free Wi-Fi, 

and discounted rates through Marriott Bonvoy. The objective is to reduce OTA dependency 

while building long-term customer relationships. 

Case Study: Hilton Worldwide 

Hilton Honors provides exclusive member discounts available only through direct channels. 

Mobile app integration allows seamless check-in, digital room keys, and personalized offers. 

These strategies reflect a shift toward customer data ownership as a strategic asset. Hotels 

seek to build direct communication channels to reduce commission leakage and enhance 

repeat business. 

 

5.2.3 Channel Management and Rate Parity 

Hotels increasingly use channel management software to coordinate pricing across multiple 

platforms. Rate parity agreements historically required hotels to maintain consistent pricing 

across OTAs and direct channels, limiting pricing flexibility. 

Regulatory changes in some markets have weakened strict parity clauses, allowing hotels 

greater pricing control. This demonstrates the ongoing negotiation of power between 

suppliers and digital platforms. 

 

5.3 Meta-Search Engines and Platform Ecosystems 

Beyond OTAs, meta-search engines such as Google Travel, Skyscanner, and Trivago have 

emerged as additional distribution layers. 
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Figure 16. Meta-Search Engines 
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Meta-search platforms aggregate data from OTAs and supplier websites, allowing consumers 

to compare prices across multiple channels. 

These platforms do not typically hold inventory but redirect users to suppliers or OTAs, 

earning revenue through cost-per-click advertising models. 

The findings indicate that meta-search engines intensify competition and further increase 

price transparency. However, they also introduce additional marketing costs for suppliers 

competing for visibility. 

 

5.4 Emerging Technologies: AI and Personalization 

Social media platforms increasingly function as indirect distribution channels. 

 

 

 

Figure 16. Role of Social Media and Influencer Marketing 
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User-generated reviews significantly influence booking decisions. Research indicates that 

higher review ratings correlate with increased occupancy rates and revenue performance. 

Influencer marketing further blurs the boundary between promotion and distribution. Hotels 

and destinations collaborate with influencers to drive traffic to booking platforms. 

This finding highlights the shift from supplier-controlled messaging to consumer-driven 

brand perception. 
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6.  Discussion 

The findings of this study demonstrate that the evolution of tourism distribution channels 

represents a structural transformation of the tourism value chain rather than a simple 

technological upgrade. The shift from traditional intermediary-based systems to digital 

platform ecosystems has redefined market power, reshaped cost structures, and 

fundamentally altered the relationship between suppliers and consumers. This discussion 

critically evaluates these changes through the lens of transaction cost economics, digital 

platform theory, and value chain analysis while assessing their long-term strategic 

implications. 

 

 

6.1 Structural Transformation: From Linear Chains to Digital Ecosystems 

Traditional tourism distribution followed a linear chain model: 

Supplier → Intermediary → Customer 

In this structure, value flowed sequentially, and power was distributed among clearly defined 

actors. Travel agents and tour operators functioned as gatekeepers to information and 

inventory. However, digital transformation has disrupted this linear model and replaced it 

with a multi-sided ecosystem involving: 

• Suppliers (airlines, hotels) 

• OTAs 

• GDS 

• Meta-search engines 
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• Social media platforms 

• Mobile applications 

• Consumers 

This ecosystem structure reflects characteristics of platform economies, where multiple actors 

interact simultaneously rather than sequentially. Distribution is no longer a single channel 

decision but a complex portfolio strategy requiring integration across digital touchpoints. 

The ecosystem model increases connectivity and transparency but also introduces 

complexity. Suppliers must now manage multiple intermediaries simultaneously while 

maintaining brand coherence and pricing consistency. 

 

6.2 Power Redistribution and Platform Dominance 

One of the most significant consequences of digital transformation is the redistribution of 

market power. Initially, it was assumed that the internet would empower suppliers by 

enabling direct booking. While this occurred to some extent, particularly among low-cost 

airlines, the overall trend has favored digital platforms. 

Digital platform theory explains this phenomenon through network effects. As OTAs attract 

more consumers, they become more attractive to suppliers. This self-reinforcing cycle creates 

high entry barriers for new competitors and concentrates market power among a few 

dominant firms. 

For hotels, especially independent properties, platform dependence is particularly 

pronounced. OTAs control visibility through ranking algorithms, sponsored listings, and 

review systems. This creates a situation where suppliers must compete not only on price and 

quality but also on algorithmic positioning. 
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From a strategic management perspective, this represents a shift from market competition to 

platform-mediated competition. Visibility becomes a purchasable commodity, and 

commission payments effectively function as access fees to digital marketplaces. 

 

6.3 Transaction Costs: Reduction or Redistribution? 

Transaction cost economics provides valuable insight into the evolution of distribution 

strategies. Traditional travel agents reduced consumer transaction costs related to search and 

uncertainty. Digital platforms further reduce search costs through price comparison tools and 

user reviews. 

However, while consumer transaction costs have decreased significantly, supplier transaction 

costs have not necessarily diminished. Instead, they have been redistributed in the form of: 

• OTA commissions 

• Sponsored placement fees 

• Meta-search advertising costs 

• Technology integration expenses 

For airlines, direct distribution has effectively reduced intermediary commissions. For hotels, 

especially smaller properties, the cost of digital marketing and OTA participation may equal 

or exceed previous commission structures. 

This suggests that digitalization has not eliminated transaction costs but has shifted their 

burden and restructured how they are incurred. 
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6.4 Consumer Empowerment and Transparency 

A central theme emerging from the findings is the empowerment of consumers. Digital 

platforms provide access to: 

• Real-time price comparisons 

• User-generated reviews 

• Visual content 

• Instant booking capabilities 

This transparency reduces information asymmetry, a defining characteristic of traditional 

tourism markets. Consumers now possess greater bargaining power and increased ability to 

compare alternatives. 

However, transparency also intensifies price competition. Hotels frequently engage in price 

wars to secure top search rankings. This can erode margins and weaken brand differentiation. 

Furthermore, while consumers appear empowered, their decision-making is often influenced 

by algorithmic curation. Search results are not neutral; they are shaped by commercial 

agreements and data analytics. Therefore, consumer empowerment exists within platform-

controlled environments. 
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7.  Conclusion 

The evolution of tourism distribution channels represents one of the most significant 

structural transformations in the global tourism industry over the past several decades. This 

study has critically examined the transition from traditional, intermediary-based systems to 

complex, digitally mediated distribution ecosystems, highlighting how technological 

innovation, changing consumer behavior, and strategic organizational responses have 

reshaped the landscape of tourism marketing and sales. 

Historically, tourism distribution was dominated by travel agents and tour operators who 

acted as essential intermediaries between suppliers and consumers. These traditional actors 

provided value by reducing transaction costs, aggregating supply, and mitigating uncertainty 

in markets characterized by information asymmetry. The research has demonstrated that 

while these intermediaries were highly effective within the constraints of the pre-digital era, 

their reliance on commission-based models and physical presence limited scalability, 

flexibility, and the ability of suppliers to establish direct relationships with consumers. 

The emergence of the internet and Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) represented a more radical 

transformation. OTAs provided consumers with unprecedented transparency, aggregation of 

choice, and simplified booking capabilities. They also enabled suppliers to reach global 

markets rapidly without relying on extensive physical agency networks. However, OTAs 

simultaneously restructured the distribution ecosystem by concentrating market power among 

a few dominant platforms, introducing high commission rates, and controlling critical 

consumer data. This process illustrates the phenomenon of reintermediation, whereby 

traditional intermediaries are replaced by new digital actors rather than being eliminated 

entirely. 
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The comparative case studies of airlines and hotels reveal significant differences in the 

adoption and effectiveness of digital distribution strategies. Low-cost carriers such as Ryanair 

and Southwest Airlines have successfully leveraged direct online channels to reduce 

distribution costs, gain control of customer data, and align distribution with their cost-

leadership business models. In contrast, full-service carriers like Emirates have adopted 

hybrid strategies, balancing GDS participation with direct channels to maintain visibility in 

corporate and international markets. Hotels, particularly independent properties, demonstrate 

even greater reliance on OTAs due to highly fragmented markets, intense competition, and 

the necessity of global exposure. Major hotel chains have responded with loyalty programs, 

direct booking campaigns, and mobile applications to encourage customer retention and 

reduce OTA dependency, but commission pressures and algorithmic platform control remain 

persistent challenges. 

The findings of this study also emphasize the critical role of social media, mobile 

applications, and artificial intelligence in shaping contemporary tourism distribution. User-

generated content and influencer marketing have altered the power dynamic between 

suppliers and consumers, increasing transparency and consumer influence over booking 

decisions. Mobile apps enable real-time bookings and location-based marketing, while AI-

driven personalization enhances customer engagement and revenue management. However, 

these technological innovations also reinforce platform dependency, concentrate data 

ownership, and introduce algorithmic biases that suppliers must navigate strategically. 

From a theoretical standpoint, the study demonstrates that transaction cost economics, value 

chain analysis, and digital platform theory remain highly relevant for interpreting the 

evolution of tourism distribution channels. Transaction cost economics explains why 

intermediaries and platforms persist despite technological advances; value chain analysis 

highlights the strategic importance of distribution as a source of competitive advantage; and 
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digital platform theory illuminates how network effects, data control, and algorithmic 

visibility shape supplier-consumer interactions and market power dynamics. The integration 

of these frameworks provides a nuanced understanding of both historical developments and 

contemporary trends. 

The strategic implications of these findings are profound. Tourism organizations must 

embrace hybrid distribution strategies that balance direct channels with platform 

participation to optimize visibility, cost efficiency, and customer relationship management. 

Investment in data analytics, personalization technologies, and loyalty programs is 

essential to maintain competitive advantage in an increasingly digital marketplace. 

Organizations must also navigate platform dependency risks, including high commission 

rates, algorithmic opacity, and vulnerability to regulatory changes. Finally, adaptability and 

strategic agility are paramount, as rapid technological evolution and consumer behavior shifts 

continually reshape the distribution landscape. 

In conclusion, the evolution of tourism distribution channels reflects a dynamic interplay 

between technology, market structure, and strategic organizational decision-making. While 

digitalization has increased consumer empowerment, enhanced efficiency, and expanded 

global reach, it has also shifted market power toward platform-based intermediaries and 

introduced new cost structures and strategic complexities. Airlines and hotels exemplify 

divergent adaptive strategies, highlighting the importance of business model alignment, 

channel diversification, and effective data utilization. 
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