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Abstract :

Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) such as Booking.com, Expedia, and Airbnb have transformed
the structure of tourism distribution channels. Their rapid growth has reduced the dominance of
traditional travel agencies and reshaped how travel products are marketed, accessed, and
consumed. This report examines the impact of OTAs on traditional agencies, analyses the
advantages and disadvantages for both consumers and tourism businesses, and explores the
broader implications for the future of the tourism industry. Findings indicate that OTAs offer
convenience and global accessibility but create challenges such as high commission fees and
increased dependency for tourism businesses.

Introduction

Tourism distribution channels play a key role in connecting travel suppliers with consumers.
Before digitalisation, travellers relied heavily on traditional travel agencies for information,
planning, and bookings. However, the rise of the internet has dramatically changed consumer
behaviour. Travellers now prefer online booking systems where they can independently
compare prices, read reviews, and access a variety of travel services.

Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) have become central players in this shift. Platforms such as
Booking.com, Expedia, and Airbnb provide instant access to accommodation, flights, and travel
experiences. Their influence has significantly changed the relationship between suppliers,
agents, and consumers. The purpose of this report is to analyse the impact of OTAs on
traditional distribution channels and evaluate their advantages and limitations for both
consumers and tourism businesses.

Literature Review

Existing research highlights that OTAs have revolutionised the distribution of tourism products
by providing transparency, efficiency, and user-generated information (Buhalis, 2020). These
platforms allow travellers to compare prices, view real-time availability, and read authentic
reviews before making a decision. This level of accessibility reduces the need for traditional
agents, especially in the leisure travel segment.



Studies also show that OTAs have introduced tough competition for hotels and other service
providers. Many businesses rely on OTAs for visibility, which increases their booking volume but
reduces profit margins due to high commission fees. Airbnb’s entry into the market further
expanded consumer choice by promoting alternative accommodation, creating a major
disruption in the traditional lodging sector.

While traditional travel agencies still operate, research suggests that they now focus mainly on
specialised services such as luxury travel, customised itineraries, and corporate travel
management. Their role has shifted rather than completely disappeared.

Methodology

The information presented in this report is based on secondary research. Academic
publications, industry reports from organisations such as UNWTO and Statista, and relevant
case studies were reviewed to understand the evolution of OTAs and their impact on tourism
distribution channels. The methodology focuses on qualitative analysis drawn from existing
literature and industry data. No primary research such as surveys or interviews was conducted.
Findings

Impact on Traditional Travel Agencies

OTAs have replaced many traditional functions such as information provision, price comparison,
and booking services.

Demand for traditional agents has declined, especially for standard leisure travel.
Agencies that remain competitive tend to specialise in personalised services and corporate
travel.

Benefits for Consumers

Convenient, fast, and accessible booking systems.

Ability to compare prices and options from multiple suppliers.

Availability of verified customer reviews.

Access to a wide range of accommodation, including hotels, hostels, apartments, and private
rentals.



Challenges for Consumers
Issues such as hidden fees or unclear cancellation policies.
Limited customer support during disputes.

Overbooking and non-refundable reservations.

Benefits for Tourism Businesses
Increased global visibility and access to a wider customer base.
Higher booking volumes without heavy upfront marketing costs.

Access to analytics and performance data.

Challenges for Tourism Businesses

High commission fees (often 15-25%).

Dependency on OTAs for the majority of bookings.

Pressure to maintain competitive pricing.

Weakened direct relationships with customers.

Discussion

The findings suggest that OTAs have significantly improved accessibility and transparency for
consumers. Travellers value the convenience of online platforms and the ability to make
informed decisions based on reviews and price comparison tools. However, the challenges
related to customer service and unclear policies indicate that the experience is not always
seamless.

For tourism businesses, OTAs provide essential exposure but also create long-term
dependency. High commission fees can reduce profit margins, and businesses often struggle to
attract direct bookings. As a result, many companies adopt a hybrid strategy — using OTAs for

visibility while offering incentives on their own websites to encourage direct sales.

The future of tourism distribution is expected to become even more digital. Personalisation
tools, dynamic pricing, and increased automation will further strengthen the role of OTAs.



However, companies that successfully balance OTA partnerships with strong direct marketing
strategies are likely to remain competitive.

Conclusion

OTAs have reshaped the tourism distribution system by offering convenience, transparency, and
global accessibility. They have reduced the dominance of traditional travel agencies while
creating new opportunities and challenges for businesses. Consumers benefit from greater
choice and ease of booking, but businesses face high commission fees and dependency risks.
The future of tourism distribution will continue to be influenced by digital platforms, requiring
businesses to adapt strategically in order to remain competitive. A balanced approach that uses
OTAs for visibility while strengthening direct customer relationships will be essential for
long-term success.
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