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Comparing and Contrasting Business Models: Outbound vs Inbound Tour Operators
Tour operators act as vital intermediaries in the tourism industry, curating experiences and managing the logistical puzzle of travel. Among them, outbound and inbound tour operators operate with contrasting models, tailored to different market roles and customer expectations.
Outbound tour operators are based in the traveller's home country and are responsible for organizing packages to foreign destinations. Their model focuses on international market research, foreign supplier partnerships, visa facilitation, flight bookings, and comprehensive packages catering to their clientele’s expectations abroad (Page & Connell, 2020). Brands like Thomas Cook India or TUI UK are classic examples of outbound operators.
Conversely, inbound tour operators receive tourists in the destination country and organize the ground experience, such as airport transfers, local sightseeing, accommodation, and cultural experiences (Cooper, 2021). For instance, Abercrombie & Kent Kenya or SITA India cater to tourists arriving from abroad by delivering authentic local experiences.
Their revenue models differ significantly. Outbound operators often profit through commission-based arrangements with international airlines and hotels, while inbound operators earn by marking up locally negotiated rates for services provided to the outbound partners (Holloway & Humphreys, 2022). The risk profile also differs: outbound operators carry risks related to currency fluctuations, geopolitical issues, and international regulations, while inbound operators are more vulnerable to local disruptions, such as weather, strikes, or local political unrest (UNWTO, 2020).
A point of convergence lies in their collaborative dependency. A smooth traveler experience often depends on strong coordination between both types of operators, especially in cross-border group tours. Both also share increasing pressure to embrace digitalization — from dynamic pricing tools to mobile-based itineraries — to meet customer demands (Buhalis & Amaranggana, 2015).
In essence, while outbound tour operators focus on selling a dream abroad, inbound tour operators ensure that dream is delivered meaningfully on the ground.

Role of Tour Operators in Sustainable Tourism Development
Tour operators today are more than itinerary designers; they’re pivotal actors in shaping the future of tourism. Their decisions influence not only visitor experience but also the social, economic, and environmental footprint left behind.
First, tour operators have the power to select suppliers based on sustainability standards — such as using eco-certified hotels, local transport, or responsible wildlife tours. This helps shift industry norms toward greener practices (Honey, 2008). Organizations like Intrepid Travel and G Adventures showcase this by promoting community-based tourism and offsetting carbon emissions.
Second, they act as educators, raising awareness among tourists about respecting local cultures, biodiversity, and heritage sites. Some operators include pre-travel guides or in-destination briefings to promote responsible behavior (Goodwin, 2016). For example, TUI Group introduced a “Green & Fair” label to highlight tours that meet environmental and social criteria.
Third, through product design, tour operators influence travel patterns. By promoting off-season travel or lesser-known destinations, they can combat overtourism and encourage economic dispersion (UNEP, 2019). Instead of just offering packages to overcrowded spots like Venice or Santorini, many now curate rural, slow-travel experiences that benefit smaller communities.
However, challenges remain. Commercial pressures often conflict with sustainability goals. Many operators still default to mass-market tourism models that prioritize volume over values. Furthermore, a lack of global regulatory standards for sustainable tourism allows for greenwashing (Font et al., 2017).
To navigate this, industry partnerships have emerged. The Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC), for instance, provides clear criteria to guide operators. Meanwhile, consumer demand is shifting — especially among Gen Z and millennial travelers — toward more responsible travel options, nudging tour operators to adapt or risk obsolescence (Booking.com, 2023).
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