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Abstract
This report dwells on how channels of distribution in the tourism industry have changed, considering the role played by the Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) in the formulation of a pattern of consumer behavior and business ideas. Booking.com, Expedia, and Airbnb, in addition to other online travel agencies, have transformed the process of searching, comparing, and making a booking in a convenient, transparent, and worldwide way that has subjected the tourism industry to the problem of commission and rate parity and dependence. The study uses the qualitative research method and the analysis of secondary data in the form of scholarly materials, industry reports, and OTA performance indicators (2021- 2025) to identify the key trends in the processes of consumer guides, consumer loyalty, and consumer bookings. The findings indicate that the utilization of technologies, mobile-first presence, and influencer marketing is one of the main reasons behind the utilization of OTAs, and hotels should address the tradeoff between relying on OTAs and applying strategies to facilitate direct booking. The issue of strategic implications of the post-pandemic state of revenue management, digital innovation, and customer engagement is written about. The report concludes by giving recommendations on how the tourism business organizations can utilize distribution channels, maximize their profitability, and bring sustainable development in a highly digitalized competitive marketplace.



The Role of Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) in Shaping the Future of Tourism Distribution Channels
Introduction
The tourism industry has transformed dramatically over the past decade. It is due partly to the impact of technological development and the appearance of digital technologies. The most important aspect of this development is the existence of the Online Travel Agencies (OTA) such as Booking.com, Expedia, and Airbnb, where consumers have disrupted the way they search, compare, and buy travel services in a radical manner. OTAs are represented as middlemen between the service providers and the consumers in the tourism sector who introduce convenience, transparency, and accessibility to the global markets simultaneously, posing new challenges to the hotels and other service providers on pricing, commission-based systems, and strategic control of the distribution channel.
The COVID-19 epidemic also increased the pace of digitalization in the tourism sector as travel restrictions and the fear of safety shifted consumer behavior toward online booking and mobile-first relations. The tourism industry is struggling to balance both profitability and direct connection with customers after the pandemic, as tourism companies have the ability to serve a large base of potential customers through OTAs and their need to prioritize profit maximization. It is thus important to understand, in order to have an effective distribution strategy, how OTAs impact consumer selection, loyalty, and consumer satisfaction.
This report reviews the history of tourism distribution channels and specifically looks at OTAs and how they have influenced both the consumer and the businesses in the tourism industry. It addresses the role of behavioral trends, digital transformation, and technological innovation in changing the distribution landscape. The synthesis of newly developed research, industry reports, and case studies allows the study to determine major challenges and opportunities that can be used to offer strategic recommendations that will help tourism businesses to respond to the emerging functions of the market and, at the same time, capitalize on the post-pandemic recovery and growth.
Literature Review
The distribution of tourism has been completely changed due to the emergence of the Online Travel Agency (OTA) industry, including Booking.com, Expedia, and Airbnb. The issue of OTAs affecting consumer behavior, loyalty, trust, and competitive relationships between the platform and the hoteliers is discussed in recent scholarship, particularly against the background of digital transformation and post-pandemic recovery.
Consumer Behavior and OTA Adoption
The current studies have used consumer-behavior theories to comprehend how consumers make decisions in using OTAs. The valence-based study demonstrates that the perceived benefits (e.g., utilitarian value and convenience) and perceived risks (e.g., privacy, as well as usage restrictions) both play a significant role in shaping the consumers' purchase intentions towards OTAs. Besides, these perceptions are mediated by personality traits such as openness to change and compatibility: the more open a person is, the more they will perceive high benefits and low risk, and the stronger the intention to use OTAs will become (Hien, Vo, Ngan, and Ghi, 2024). This study shows how the persisting individual differences influence the OTA adoption decisions to a greater extent than the functional attributes.
The other aspect of consumer behavior is the degree of satisfaction and retention as time passes. It is found in a longitudinal study that the stronger the relationship between a customer and the OTA becomes, the more experience the customer has acquired (Zhi & Ha, 2024). Significantly, the analysis indicates that the relative significance of the attributes of the OTA (e.g., price, ease of use, promotions) changes with visits, and influences the association between satisfaction and loyalty.
Trust, Technology Affordances, and Digital Readiness
Trust is a very important issue in the usage of OTA, which is critical since there is a high risk/ uncertainty of online transactions. For their study, Shariffuddin et al. (2023) investigated the interaction of technology readiness, platform affordance, trust, purchase intentions, and e-loyalty. According to their survey of 306 participants, they found that technology readiness (how comfortable the user is with technology) and the features (affordances) of OTA websites have a strong effect on trust, which, in its turn, mediates the relationship between purchase intention and e-loyalty (Shariffuddin, Azinuddin, Yahya, and Hanafiah, 2023).
Risk, Confusion, and Service Recovery
OTAs are vulnerable to service failures, as they do business in a very competitive environment, where the use of middlemen is rampant. Wei et al. (2022) examined the impact of consumer confusion in service recovery and its influence on repurchase behavior. Their experiment in China concluded that the more the customers were confused with the messages of the OTA in a service failure, the higher the likelihood of generating negative word-of-mouth and the less willing they were to repurchase (Wei, Liu, Li, Hou, and Li, 2023).
Platform Dynamics, Power, and Business Models
Structurally and strategically, the subject of platformization of tourism has come to receive a lot of scholarly interest. The market is becoming more concentrated as OTAs have gained power, which provokes thoughts about duopolistic processes and regulatory issues. A study by the scholars in 2025 tracked the development of tourism business models, which evidences the domination by Booking Holdings and Expedia, impacting the competition of OTAs worldwide (Turnšek & Radivojevic, 2025). Another branch of research examines other possible models: e.g., Airbnb has disrupted the OTA duopoly by providing a sharing-based economy model, but new entrants and regulatory actions are also emerging to redress the market power balance.
A recent development is linked to an upcoming (2025) analytical paper that formulates hotel-OTA relationships as differentiating games. The comparison of the various formats of selling (agent vs. merchant) and power structure (dominant hotel vs. dominant OTA) establishes the highest strategies of pricing, investment in digital technology, and quality management (Ma, Gu, Liang, and Yang, 2025).
Promotional Dynamics and Sales Strategies
The case of the changing position of sales promotions in the usage of OTA has also been discussed. According to the longitudinal satisfaction and loyalty study described above, promoting products through price incentives to first-time users will bring greater success to the company, whereas value promotions will be more effective in the case of repeat customers (Shawal, Bakhtiar, Nurzaman, Kedin, and Talib, 2023). Also, the hotel strategies should mediate between the advantages of exposure through OTAs and the price of commissions. Recent trade-academic commentary has highlighted that, although OTAs offer a global reach and a promotion tool (in particular to smaller properties), rate-parity terms and commissions can squeeze the margins of hoteliers. (Roy, Roy, & Mishra, 2025).
Influence of Social Media and External Drivers
The impact of social media marketing and influencer content on consumer decisions on traveling is growing, particularly after COVID-19. The influence of social media marketing (SMM) on online travel buying behavior was positively related to brand trust and brand loyalty, which in turn mediate the relationship on purchase intention regarding social media marketing (Mohd Azhar, Husain, Hamid, and Rahman, 2023). Additionally, more recent studies have combined a customer journey lens with the information-processing theory to demonstrate how the travel social media influencer (TSMIs) influence destination choice (Pourazad, Stocchi, and Simmonds, 2025).
Synthesis and Research Gaps
Combined, the literature highlights a number of emergent themes. Firstly, the attitude of consumers toward OTAs is dynamic: the relevance of the features, the role of personality, the willingness to use technology, and trust-related aspects all interact in a dynamic way to determine the preferences. Second, service recovery and cognitive clarity (e.g., dealing with confusion) are essential to maintaining loyalty. Third, the structural power of OTAs is in a state of change; platform business models and selling formats can have a major influence on the strategic relationships between OTAs and hotels, and long-term investments. Fourth, influencer marketing and social media have already become powerful influencers in not only the destination of the consumer but also their utilization of OTA sites.
Regardless of this advancement, there are areas of weakness. As an example, additional cross-cultural studies are required: whereas there are studies that look at switching costs across various markets, there are limited studies on how regulatory environments, risk attitude towards culture, and digital infrastructure affect OTA adoption in various markets all around the world (Tan, Ren, Wang, Chang, and Chang, 2024). Little has also been done to determine how new technologies, including generative AI, blockchain, or digital twins, may transform the affordances of the OTA platform (or consumer confidence) in the coming years. (Turnšek & Radivojević, 2025).
Methodology
The proposed study will utilize a qualitative research design with the use of secondary data analysis as an exploration of the impact of Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) on the distribution channels of the tourism sector (Cheong, Lyons, Houghton, and Majumdar, 2023). This method was selected to have deep insight into the consumer behaviour, business strategies, and market dynamics in the environment where deep formative insights are more important than quantitative analysis.
Research Design
A qualitative research design was followed in the descriptive style; it aimed to consider patterns, themes, and new directions in the application and distribution of OTA (Ramalho et al., 2021). The research is based on secondary literature of various reliable sources, such as academic magazines, industry reports, OTA performance reports, travel analytics databases, and news publications from 2021 to 2025. The design will support the exploration of both consumer and business opinions, the changing effects of the digital transformation, and post-pandemic market forces.
Data Sources
The secondary data were obtained systematically, and the sources used were:
1. Academic Literature: Articles published in peer-reviewed journals, dealing with the theory of consumer behavior, OTA adoption, trust, loyalty, and service recovery. Research works published between 2021 and 2025 were given priority to make them relevant to the current trends in the market.
2. Industry Reports: Several credible market research companies (e.g., Statista, Phocuswright, Skift Research) had reports that included the quantitative and qualitative data on the market share of the OTAs, their growth, and preferences of consumers.
3. OTA and Hotel Reports: Financial reports, investor reports, and corporate disclosures of the top OTAs (Booking.com, Expedia, and Airbnb) every year, and case studies about the direct-booking strategies of hotels.
4. Media and Trade Publications: The news sources in the travel sector were utilized to frame the changes in consumer behavior, the use of digital, and the strategic behaviors of tourism companies in the post-pandemic world.
Data Collection
An organized document search protocol was adopted. The sources chosen were on the basis of credibility, relevance, and recency (Abrar, Khan, Khan, Ali, and Shah, 2023). Inclusion criteria were: either the content expressly discussed OTA distribution, consumer behavior, or digital transformation; the publication date is 2021–2025; and presented global or regional cases that show directions of OTA usage. The exclusion criteria consisted of outdated sources (before 2021), opinion pieces with no empirical or analytical evidence, and a lack of transparency of methods in reports.
Data Analysis
To analyze the data, the identification of the necessary patterns, trends, and relationships based on the secondary sources was conducted using thematic analysis (Christou, 2022). The analysis was performed through three major steps:
1. Data Extraction: Information about consumer preferences, functionality of the site, the interaction between the OTA and the hotels, and the shifts in the market during the post-pandemic times was carefully transferred and combined into several categories.
2. Coding: The Data received were coded according to theme categories. These were trust and loyalty, features of the platforms, price strategy, marketing and promotions, service recovery, and digital transformation.
3. Synthesis: The whole themes were considered to come up with a sound story. It tells the ways the OTAs have impacted the tourism distribution activity, their strategic impacts on the tourism business, and the new consumer trends.
The qualitative design is based on an interpretative understanding rather than a statistical generalization and offers comprehensive information about the impact of OTA, decision-making, and strategic adjustments. Based on the secondary data, the research applied a body of evidence that is of high quality and, at the same time, is practically achievable when creating the project report.
Ethical Considerations
Although the research is founded on the publicly available secondary data, ethical standards were met. In case of any source being cited, there was no reference above and below the writing. Also, the derived reference belonged to the scholarly writing and met the requirements of APA conventions. Credible, verified publications were utilized in order to guarantee the reliability and validity of findings.
Findings
The qualitative and secondary data analysis also indicates various important information regarding the position occupied by OTAs within tourism distribution channels, particularly under the specific conditions of post-pandemic recovery and transformation of consumer patterns of a digital nature. These results can be summarized into four key themes: market dominance and structural power, effects on hotel revenues and business strategies, consumer trust and booking behavior, and technological transformation and future disruption.
1. Market Dominance and Structural Power
According to secondary data, OTAs still remain in control of a huge share of global booking volumes. The EU market. The share of Booking Holdings (which includes Booking.com and Agoda) in online gross bookings in European hotel distribution channels has decreased to approximately 48 percent, but Expedia has dropped to around 12 percent (hospitalitynet, 2023).
Moreover, even more recent predictions posit that OTAs will keep achieving high growth in the market in the coming years; this is due to rising smartphone adoption and the development of mobile-first purchasing patterns (marketgrowthreports, 2025). Nevertheless, even with this increase, there are structural risks, high commission rates, and rate-parity provisions that constrain the flexibility of hotels and margin erosion (businessresearchinsights, 2025). 
2. Impact on Hotel Revenues and Business Strategies
The monetary strain of OTA commissions is a problem that is repeated in the literature. The basic commission fees are always reported in a range of 15-25 percent per booking in the secondary sources (hospitalitynet, 2021). High commissions limit the profitability of the hoteliers, particularly the independent or smaller ones. In recent empirical research on five-star Indian hotels, it was concluded that, despite the increased visibility and cash inflow, the OTA business reduces the net revenue by a significant margin due to the commission costs (Roy, Roy, & Mishra, 2025). The rate parity agreements, i.e., the contracts in which hotels are obliged to compare the rates on the OTA with their own ones and provide them at least as high, also limit the possibility of hotels to organize exclusive direct-booking offers (fencedrate, 2025).
Simultaneously, there is research and expert opinion that this trade-off can still be a good one, particularly in cases with smaller hotels. Peter O’Connor notes that the direct bookings (referrals) can also be created as direct consequences of the billboard effect of being listed on OTAs and do not constitute OTA commission (hospitalitynet, 2021). The exposure of this nature assists the properties in accessing consumers that could never be accessed.
An additional report, which compares OTA and direct booking behavior, has established that OTAs are better than direct booking in terms of convenience, visibility, and user experience, whereas direct booking offers more lucrative guest engagement, loyalty, and connection between the guest and the hotel (Pant & Kumar, 2025).
3. Consumer Trust and Booking Behavior
Trust and convenience are key factors in the adoption of OTA among consumers. Commentary on the industry suggests that 70% of passengers would pretend to book through an OTA despite having identical prices on the hotel site since they would appreciate the security, convenience, authentic reviews, and receiving reward programs (Graham, 2025). 
This information is consistent with the trends in the behavior of researchers of the hotel industry: OTAs offer users an easy and familiar interface, which guarantees the lack of doubt in the form of user-made positions and the need to ensure the transaction process. The convenience of mobile booking, specifically, is also feeding into consumers' OTA usage: one market report observed that in 2024, over 70% of OTA bookings were done on mobile devices (marketgrowthreports, 2025).
Nonetheless, this trust does not go down without rubbing shoulders. Certain stakeholders in the hotel sector and industry complain about the inability to control the transparency of prices, cancellation policies, and the expectations of customers when they make a reservation via OTAs.
4. Technology, Innovation, and Disruption
The OTA ecosystem is changing at a high pace due to digital transformation. The major changes in technology- mobile-first interfaces, AI-enabled personalization, and machine learning recommendation engines are all transforming consumer discovery and booking of travel. (El Archi & Benbba, 2022).
In particular, AI, along with autonomous agentic tools, will have an even larger role in the travel distribution environment in the future, according to industry projections. Even though these tools are young, there is an apparent hunger among the top OTAs to implement AI functions (e.g., trip planners, chatbots) to enhance user experience, automate the service delivery process, and decrease friction (Odinukaeze, 2025). 
Meanwhile, the pressure of stricter regulations and the discontent of hotels are also necessitating the reconsideration of OTA hotel relationships. As an illustration, a group of hotels in Europe has already started suing powerful OTAs on the basis of anti-competitive rate-parity policies. Although this is an expression of profound structural tension, it indicates an increasing pressure on hotels to recover price power and customer information (Cole, 2025).
Discussion
These findings suggest that Customer-OTA interaction and Customer-tourism company interaction are quite a complex process. Also, the possibilities and difficulties that the distribution of the tourism mode relies on today can be outlined. These findings are understood in the current discussion based on consumer behavior theories, digital transformation, and post-pandemic tourism dynamics, and analyzed the strategic implications of the tourism stakeholders, as well.
OTA Market Dominance and Strategic Implications
The existence of OTA market power, particularly on websites such as Booking.com and Expedia, has severe implications for the tourism industry. The competitive intensity on the hotels is exerted through the Five Forces of Porter by the dominance of both OTAs and the independent properties, which lack their brand identity (Pangarkar & Prabhudesai, 2024). The commission charges are high, and the parity of the rates comforts the hotel as being flexible in pricing its offer, effectively transferring the bargaining power to the sites.
Regarding the consumer behavioral framework, the prevalence of OTAs can be associated with the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), which assumes that perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness are the factors that contribute to the technology adoption (Musa, Fatmawati, Nuryakin, and Suyanto, 2024). The ease of use of OTAs, in-depth listings, as well as the reputation, and feedback options, enhance perceived usefulness and ease, thus reinforcing the adoption rates in even the price-sensitive travelers.
Consumer Trust, Loyalty, and Behavioral Trends
The research verifies that trust is a key factor that defines OTA usage, which is in line with the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) frameworks (Hinterhuber & Khan, 2025). Reliability of the platform, transaction security, and reviews on credible sources are critical determinants of the intention to make a booking via OTAs and the future likelihood of returning.
Moreover, the literature demonstrates that repeat customers are progressively becoming more concerned with the quality and experience of service, rather than with price, as an indication that transactional behavior, rather than relational loyalty, was adopted. This tendency is consistent with the principles of relationship marketing, according to which consistency in the provision of services, customization, and interaction are the key aspects by which the OTAs and hotels have to develop loyalty.
Revenue Management and Direct Booking Strategies
The two opposites of the commission of OTA and rate parity agreements require new types of revenue management approaches. The evidence indicates that OTAs improve visibility and occupancy rates, whereas they decrease the net profitability, especially of independent hotels and small five-star hotels. Hotels can use the principles of behavioral economics to encourage direct bookings by relying on cognitive biases, including time-sensitive discounts, loyalty reward programs, or novel experiences, to decrease the perceived loss of not using OTA platforms (Jha & Sokhatska, 2025).
The role of hybrid distribution strategies is becoming increasingly essential. Hotels that are sustainable in terms of an OTA connection to reach the world, and at the same time invest in digital infrastructure projects to receive direct bookings, will be able to maximize earnings and build relationships with customers. It also supports the customer journey theory, which ensures the consumer experience of all the touchpoints, including discovery and post-stay interactions, supports loyalty, trust, and repeat business (Towers & Towers, 2022).
Technological Transformation and Post-Pandemic Context
The results show that the OTA environment is being transformed by technological advancement and AI in particular, personalization algorithms, and mobile-first solutions. From a diffusion of innovation viewpoint, first movers in the area of AI-based recommendation systems and intelligent booking aides are competitive in that they enhance customer interactions and alleviate the burden on booking (Cole, 2025). These changes in technology have been quickened by post-pandemic changes, like increased use of digital, changes in health and safety needs, as well as the improved demand for flexible reservation opportunities.
The arrival of social media influencers as a significant force influencing the choice to travel makes the distribution scene even more complicated. The results indicate that influencer content influences pre-purchase decisions, destination preferences, and platform choice, and that both OTAs and hotels should use an integrated strategy of engaging digital marketing (Graham, 2025). In the case of the hotels, the combination of influencer cooperation and OTA visibility may strengthen the brand name and promote direct booking.
Synthesis and Strategic Implications
Overall, the discussion highlights a multi-dimensional ecosystem according to which OTAs may be discussed as powerful facilitators that can alter consumer behavior, pricing policy, and the dynamics of distribution. The parameters of consumer trust, technological adoption, and market power dependence allow concluding that the industry of tourism must adhere to a scheme that is strategically balanced: the OTAs are required to be utilized as an exposure tool, yet direct channels should be established to make the business as profitable and customer-loyal as possible (Abrar, Khan, Khan, Ali, and Shah, 2023).
Conclusion
In conclusion, the discussion highlights a multi-dimensional ecosystem according to which OTAs may be discussed as powerful facilitators that can alter consumer behavior, pricing policy, and the dynamics of distribution. The parameters of consumer trust, technological adoption, and market power dependence allow concluding that the industry of tourism must adhere to a scheme that is strategically balanced: the OTAs are required to be utilized as an exposure tool, yet direct channels should be established to make the business as profitable and customer-loyal as possible (Abrar, Khan, Khan, Ali, and Shah, 2023). The tourism hotels are required to invest in digitalization of infrastructure, personalized services, trans-media marketing in order to be less dependent on OTAs, better brand positioning, and the revival of the tourism industry in the post-pandemic period.
The domination of OTAs in the situation with tourism companies is also coherent with the necessity to establish the priority of accessing the platform and the development of direct channels of booking. Hybrid solutions that can be adapted to resolve OTA exposure through investments in digital infrastructure, reward schemes, and customized offerings will enable the most revenue to be made, customer relationship enhancement, and decreased reliance on third-party solutions. The market environment is increasingly technologically innovative, where AI-enhanced personalization and mobile-first solutions are growing more real; social media and influencer marketing are further affecting consumer choice during the booking process.
The post-pandemic trends brought to light the need for agility, innovation, and customer orientation. Tourism companies should have the ability to understand consumer behavior, market forces, and technological innovations to remain competitive in the market. Overall, OTAs represent both an opportunity and a threat; however, their successful application, along with a focus on direct sales and digital reinvention, should lead to the distribution potential of tourism companies being increased, customer retention, and sustainable growth of the industry in the digitalization and competitiveness era.
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