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[bookmark: _Toc215354567]1. Introduction
The tourism industry is no different, as it has experienced a digital transformation at a very high rate over the last ten years (Kumar et al., 2023). The ever-growing dependence on technology, in particular, on digital channels, has transformed the methods of marketing, distributing, and consuming the product and services of the travel industry. With the emergence of online travel agencies (OTAs) such as Expedia, Booking.com, and Airbnb, the concept of booking vacation online has transformed the way in which consumers engage with services, and digital marketing solutions, including SEO, online ads, and social media, have become inseparable instruments that tourism enterprises use to reach its customers and turn customers into buyers (Tsai, 2023). Consequently, digital channels have not only made tourism products visible to people but also transformed the decision-making process of the consumers by making it easier and convenient to plan and book a trip. In such a dynamic environment, it is essential to consider the importance of OTAs and digital marketing to the business that aims to preserve its competitive advantage.
The old booking and marketing systems, i.e., the use of travel agencies and face-to-face marketing campaigns, will fail to fulfill the needs of modern digitally aware consumers (NEGUSSIE, 2025). The process of transition to online bookings has become especially noticeable during and after the COVID-19 pandemic when consumers have become more conscious of convenience, price transparency, and the option of comparing the options at the tip of their fingers (Toubes et al., 2021). Moreover, as consumer reviews and the power of social media grows, tourism businesses have to be flexible so that they can stay relevant in the market which is becoming more and more competitive and tech based. This is why it is important to comprehend how OTAs, in combination with digital promotion, would influence the sales in the tourism sector, customer experience, and profitability of the business.
The purpose of this report is to analyze how OTAs affect tourism and hotel sales and the role of SEO, online advertising, and social media in encouraging consumers to make their bookings. It aims to give a holistic account of how these digital tools and platforms are transforming industry, changing the behavior of the consumer, and offering novel possibilities of sales growth. Moreover, the report will dwell into the challenges and limitations related to reliance on OTA and offer new digital-channel strategies to make tourism businesses adapt and flourish in this new setting.
[bookmark: _Toc215354568]2. Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc215354569]2.1 Evolution of OTAs and Digital Channels in Tourism
The Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) have drastically altered the distribution of the tourism products and services (Kontis & Skoultsos, 2021). Sites such as giants like Expedia, Booking.com, and Airbnb have taken up the center stage in the tourism industry by allowing consumers to have a wide variety of choices when it comes to booking accommodation and transportation and other types of services related to travel. OTAs started developing in the late 1990s when the internet started to provide travel agencies and booking services more efficiently and accessible than in the previous travel agencies (Mahjub, 2024). These platforms have overtime come up with advanced algorithms to help personalize the platforms, provide dynamic prices and user reviews that have affected consumer behavior and ultimately sales in the tourism industry.
The emergence of OTAs is directly related to the globalization of the world towards digitization and the significant influence of online avenues in the process of consumer buying. OTAs have completely transformed the way a travel company packages their products, minimizing the need to remain dependent on the traditional middlemen due to their convenience, transparency, and ease of comparison (Tao, 2022). This has not only made tourism businesses reach more people through this digital transformation, but more people are competing in the market. The OTAs have made global markets fairly equal, giving smaller and independent providers the opportunity to compete with bigger hotel chains and tour operators.
The effects of OTAs in the tourism industry could be explicated using a number of theoretical frameworks. The agency theory describes the interaction between OTAs (agents) and tourism businesses (principals), and its issues and benefits of delegating distribution to intermediaries (Rojas & Reardon, 2022). According to the transaction cost theory, OTAs have the ability to reduce the transaction costs incurred in traditional distributions methods, through the simplification of booking procedures. Resource-based view is focused on the fact that OTAs have resources, including technology, and customer information, which increases competitive advantage of tourism companies (Ofori & Appiah-Nimo, 2021). Besides, the decision-making process of a consumer can be explained through the consumer behavior theories that include the convenience, price sensitivity, and perceived value of customer experience when booking a travel through the OTAs.
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[bookmark: _Toc215354587]Figure 1: Understanding OTAs and Traditional Travel Agents
Source: https://mize.tech/blog/the-battle-of-booking-otas-vs-traditional-travel-agents/ 
[bookmark: _Toc215354570]2.2 Consumer Behavior in the Digital Era
OTAs have transformed the behavior of consumers especially in the tourism industry (Lu and Ahn, 2024). There are various forces that determine how consumers make decisions when choosing OTAs. The most important determinants are perceived value, ease of use, convenience, and price sensitivity, and information quality. One of the reasons why consumers are turning to OTAs is the ease of comparing a number of different options, reviewing them, and placing bookings at a single location (Sumawidari et al., 2025). The openness of these sites enables the consumer to better evaluate prices and quality of products and services compared to the traditional process. Also, another crucial factor of the OTA websites or mobile app popularity is the ease of navigation.
Another important idea that is related to OTAs is the so-called billboard effect of OTAs serving as an introduction to consumers, although the subsequent booking might be done directly to the service provider (Lut, 2024). The effect of this phenomenon is that, though OTAs might be paid a commission due to making bookings, they immensely affect customer decision-making due to their visibility of the hotels and other travel businesses. As much as consumers may book directly, they are usually exposed through OTAs to different travel options first which are used as a marketing tool by providers. This element of duality plays a crucial role particularly in a competitive market where being found by potential customers is a crucial issue among the small providers.
It has been experimentally demonstrated that consumers believe the reviews and ratings on OTAs, rather than other classic marketing activities. These are important user generated content that plays a significant role in the decision act as most consumers view it as more genuine and less veiled (Alamyar, 2025). With the digital age, reviews act as a strong determinant of a consumer shifting to a certain platform or service from another and this makes the role of reputation management to be important to the online tourism industry.
[bookmark: _Toc215354571]2.3 Role of Digital Marketing, SEO, Social Media, Online Advertising in Tourism Sales
The application of digital marketing strategies supplements the use of OTAs in promoting the visibility of tourism products via avenues like search engine optimization, social media and internet advertisement. The search engine optimizes the presence of tourism providers in search results in case potential customers are seeking related products or services and have a higher chance of being booked via OTAs or directly (Angeloni & Rossi, 2020). As an example, the search relevance and web discoverability of a business may dramatically increase when structured data and semantic markup are employed and this directly impacts the level of sales.
Social media is becoming a more significant tool in the marketing of the tourism business as it gives an opportunity to use influencer marketing, content marketing, and interacting with customers (Kilipiri et al., 2023). Instagram and Tik Tok can enable the target audience to learn about new destinations, facilities, and experiences. These platforms are visual and experiential, and it has made them essential tools in marketing tourism products. OTAs, websites, and direct booking channels can receive traffic which can further be converted into active customers through social media content.
Online advertising also complements such activities, expanding on potential clients, targeting them according to online activities, demographic, and interests (Theodorakopoulos & Theodoropoulou, 2024). This type of advertising will help the tourism businesses to target very specific audiences and customize their marketing messages to ensure maximum payment on the investment in digital marketing campaigns.
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[bookmark: _Toc215354588]Figure 2: Digital Marketing in Function of Tourism Promotion
Source: https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Digital-marketing-in-function-of-tourism-promotion_fig1_348634803 
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Even though the literature on OTAs has been thoroughly developed and studied, there still exist a number of gaps and issues. Among the most prominent issues is overdependence on OTAs that have the potential to diminish a direct booking income and raise commissions of a tourism business (Gomes, 2025). Numerous research indicates that, although the OTAs offer a broader reach, profitability is decreased by the high rates of commission. Further, the problem of transparency and the absence of information disclosure have been noted because when working with the OTAs, the business usually has no control over the information about the customers.
The long-term strategic OTAs effects are understudied and are particularly significant in the recent post-pandemic environment. Other research plays indicate that companies should start experimenting with different options of digital marketing, diversify their distribution channels, and use the available guest data to make more direct reservations and less rely on OTAs (Sumawidari et al., 2025). Diversifying channels, bespoke marketing campaigns, and direct booking offers emerge as the strategies that are gaining critical importance that help to overlook the drawbacks of OTAs. With an increase in competition in the market, tourism firms have to be able to establish dynamic competitive approaches to sustain their growth.
[bookmark: _Toc215354573]3. Methodology
The proposed research applies a secondary methodology, utilizing the case study and published scholarly articles to analyze the role of Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) in tourism sales. With the help of the available literature and industry reports, the research will endeavor to learn the influence of OTAs, digital marketing strategies, and consumer behavior on sales in the tourism industry. This method is suitable due to the amount that the assignment involved and will give the assignment a strong base reliant on valid sources of information.
The most plausible is using secondary data because of the lack of time and resources (Cheong et al., 2023). It will be based on the analysis of peer-reviewed scholarly articles and unrestricted research that can offer trustworthy and current data on the relevance of OTAs and digital marketing in the tourism industry. These available papers are valid to the insights into the trends and strategies in the tourism sector, which seek to meet the need of real-world data and case studies without having to collect primary data.
[bookmark: _Toc215354574]3.1 Data Collection
Literature to be utilized in the research shall be obtained in both peer reviewed and open access articles dated 2020-25. This makes sure that the research is found on the latest advancements in the business. The articles to be chosen will capture a variety of geographical setups in order to have a global perspective of the effects of OTAs in selling tourism.
The study relies on the scholarly database including Google Scholar, DOAJ (Directory of Open Access Journals), and Scopus to collect relevant information. The keywords, such as OTAs, online travel agency, hotel revenue, online booking, social media marketing, and SEO tourism, will be employed to locate the articles that directly denote the role of OTAs and digital marketing in tourism.
[bookmark: _Toc215354575]3.2 Analytical Method
The review of the literature collected is an analysis of the literature to determine the main trends and patterns associated with the application of the OTAs strategy and digital marketing strategies in tourism. It provides an overview of the findings of the impact of OTAs on sales and consumer behavior and emphasizes their contribution to the formation of a booking decision and the hotel and tourism revenues. The comparison of findings is also performed on the data presented by different sources in order to determine shared issues and opposing opinions, where the positive interpretation of the impact of OTAs on tourism sales is presented as well as the negative perspective offered. It also discusses the problems of utilizing OTAs and advantages of using OTAs by businesses, including commissions and reliance on third parties. Also, the paper examines how digital marketing techniques, such as SEO and social media, can be used to complement OTAs in promoting tourist sales by increasing exposure and communicating with customers. The method given can give a clear picture of the subject and inform the recommendations that the tourism companies will consider when keeping their use of OTAs and online communication at its best.
[bookmark: _Toc215354576]4. Findings
[bookmark: _Toc215354577]4.1 Impact of OTAs on Hotel/Tourism Sales
The association of the involvement with Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) with the beneficial shift in primary performance indicators including hotel occupancy rates, profit per available room (REVPAR), and general EBITDA in the hotel and tourism industry has been observed repeatedly (O’Connor et al., 2025). Hotels that are registered in OTAs are likely to get higher occupancy rates because of the wide access and exposure such websites have. OTAs serve as an excellent distribution channel bridging hotels to a global market with their reach in the market being greatly increased as compared to traditional means. The hotels using OTAs as the distribution channels have experienced significant growth in revenues in comparison with those using direct bookings only.
Experience of hotels in different regions indicates that organizations that have a presence on OTAs enjoy a significant degree of exposure, especially those that are struggling in their competitive or niche environment (Glahe, 2024). These platforms also not only improve the chances of bookings but also assist hotels to access potential customers who might not have been attracted by them using the traditional method of advertising. Smaller hotels or local tourism providers can also find this ubiquitous exposure an important benefit as it allows them to compete with larger corporations that they may not have the resources to effectively compete with. OTAs will enable these smaller businesses to reach a far larger audience to provide more efficient distribution and provide them with a chance to compete with other businesses worldwide.
Moreover, OTAs enable companies to access a more significant customer base, to those people who are willing to use their convenience solution by using an established platform instead of visiting a hotel location. Such increased visibility is one of the major advantages in an extremely competitive industry where customer focus may be difficult to sustain. Finally, OTAs are an effective means of revenue increase, higher occupancy, and further access to the market, especially in the case of smaller or independent tourism businesses.
[bookmark: _Toc215354578]4.2 Consumer Booking Behavior: Drivers and Preferences
There are various factors that shape consumer behavior when tourism products are being booked through the help of the OTAs. Convenience is the primary driver, as the OTAs provide a one-stop-shop, which allows customers to compare prices, read reviews, as well as reserve easy (Singh et al., 2024). Those who appreciate quick decisions and make them with minimum efforts consider OTAs a more preferable alternative to travelers. The role of price is also very important and in the recent period, consumers have turned to sites that have the lowest prices or perk. Due to the presence of competitive pricing offered by many platforms, many customers are eager to pursue those that offer such packages, motivating them to resort to OTAs over traditional booking models (Zhang et al., 2024).
Other factors in the quest to make the decision are the quality of information and ease of platform use besides the convenience and cost. Consumers like OTAs which give trustful information, readily available and easy to navigate and lets them clearly understand the products or services. Those platforms that provide a user-friendly environment have a higher likelihood of being able to establish repeat consumers.
The importance of reviews online and perceived value is hard to overestimate. This study is based on the fact that consumers usually use the judgments of other travelers on the quality of a service and, therefore, influence their choice of a specific OTA and, by extension, the accommodation or tour operator (Zhu et al., 2022). The presence of positive reviews and high ratings may help a product a great deal by making it prettier and more welcoming to a prospective buyer. Therefore, companies that are registered on OTAs need to address the online reputation in a meticulous manner to manipulate the decision-making of consumers and increase their trustworthiness and popularity.
[bookmark: _Toc215354579]4.3 Role of Digital Marketing / Social Media / Online Visibility
Digital marketing, especially via social media, is a key factor in decision making of the tourists. Instagram and Tik Tok have become a key achievement to tourism businesses, allowing them to deliver influence on their target audience by creating content that is captivating and pleasing to the eye. The influence of social media on destination choice is also high because the content shared by users and influencer promotion has a direct effect on consumer behavior. Specifically, any social media marketing strategy is a necessity that tourism organizations aiming to appeal to new clients can implement because of the ability of influencers to influence the perceptions and even prompt action among them (Ghaly, 2023). The platforms do not only create awareness, but they also stimulate consumer interest, which may translate into the management of bookings, be it through the OTAs or direct platform.
SEO (Search Engine Optimization) and structured data have become equally relevant to social media to achieve better online presence in tourism enterprises. SEO also enables companies to enhance their rank in search engines and thus any potential customer can easily locate them when in need of any travel products or services. With the help of the optimization of their website content, tourism businesses are likely to lessen their dependency on the OTAs in terms of their visibility, granting themselves more opportunities to have direct traffic and booking.
Smaller accommodations or local providers of tours since there is an option to use structured semantic annotations, which will greatly enhance the search-engine rank and make them more conspicuous in the search results. These schemes could be game changers for businesses that might lack the marketing capital to match bigger chains in OTAs. Through organized data, organizations will be able to be more active online, where they would fall in the ranks of searches connected to their services or destinations and would not have to rely on OTAs to achieve your traffic.
Finally, the combination of online marketing techniques like social media and optimization and planning of the arranged data makes the business more interactive on the Web, making it less dependent on OTAs and fostering the idea of direct bookings on its sites.
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[bookmark: _Toc215354581]5.1 Interpreting the Balance: Benefits vs Challenges of OTA Dependency
Several advantages of the use of the Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) include increasing reach and exposure to a tourism business, particularly throughout the world (Hizmi et al., 2025). OTAs will assist hotels and other tourism infrastructures in accessing a wide customer base cutting across the geographic expanse. With the increased sales and the increased occupancy rate, this exposure has been associated with increased business levels, especially the smaller businesses that otherwise might not get the customers. Besides, an OTA provides convenience to the end-user as they are able to shop prices, reviews, and book online in one place, which contributes to better customer experience (Çaylak et al., 2024). The platforms are therefore essential in generating bookings, especially in off-peak seasons or markets that are very competitive.
Nevertheless, OTA reliance has its own set of challenges to businesses. The high commission fee charged by OTAs is one of the most evident weaknesses as it may severely decrease the net revenue of a hotel, particularly of highly rated hotels that are accustomed to higher margins. These expenses may reduce profitability and put tourism providers under a financial burden and not allow them to reinvest in their services. Moreover, OTAs decrease customer relationship and pricing control of a business. Many hotels usually lack direct access to customer-related data, which in turn limits them regarding the possibility of implementing the targeted marketing or loyalty programs (Kang & Lee, 2022). The reliance on OTAs has the potential of creating a long-term risk as it would mean that companies would be more and more dependent on third-party platforms to connect with their customers.
The billboard effect describes the effect where consumers might not make their booking reservations using an OTA, but due to the exposure made using the platform, they will be more visible, and this will most likely result in direct booking in future. It has been demonstrated that this works in the favor of businesses since being present on OTAs allows the improvement of brand recognition and trust in the company even without actually having to make a purchase through the platform. Nevertheless, this influence cannot fully add to the disadvantages of high commission fees and limited control of customer journey.
[bookmark: _Toc215354582]5.2 Changing Consumer Behavior & Digital Era Booking Patterns
During the digital revolution, offline booking has been replaced by online booking and has had a massive transformation because of convenience, ease of access to information, and easy price comparison among different sites (Ghaedi, 2022). The self-service online booking system has become more preferred by consumers because it is very flexible and convenient to make travel bookings at any time. The popularity of user reviews has also contributed immensely to booking choice with consumers putting more faith on peer-to-peer reviews over conventional marketing. These tendencies have increased the popularity of OTAs, in which the reviews, rating, and price comparison tools define the perception of value and predetermine the ultimate decision of consumers.
Perceived value and role of trust play a critical role in the decision-making process of online booking (Kajornatthapol et al., 2024). Open pricing, trustworthy reviews, and smooth user experience (UX) are the key elements in establishing trust on the OTA platforms. The quality of the UX, the simplicity of navigation, and the level of the clarity of information are important factors that lead to conversions as consumers like working with intuitive and reliable platforms. Affordability and quality of the services are linked to perceived value that are ever-increasingly being of importance to the consumers where platforms that can provide a good balance of the two are considered as such.
[bookmark: _Toc215354583]5.3 Strategic Implications: How Tourism Businesses Should Adapt
In order to succeed in the competitive digital tourism industry, companies must adopt hybrid channel approach, which involves using both OTAs and direct channels such as hotel websites and social media platforms (Zeqiri, 2024). This helps businesses to maintain a balance of larger coverage with the OTAs and more control over pricing and customer relationships with direct channels. Studies indicate that companies need to make their distribution mixed with OTAs to become visible and direct the channels to achieve customer loyalty and make a profit.
Besides this hybrid approach, tourism companies will have no option but to utilize digital marketing more and more using social media, search engine optimization, and unstructured data to boost their presence on the internet. The visual-based social media platform, in particular, Instagram and Tik Tok, is a great way that businesses can advertise their destinations and services to customers by appealing to attractive visuals and active calls to the action (Hasim and Sherlina, 2022). SEO optimization leads to improved businesses being found by the search engines, which enhances the capabilities of those businesses being found by the consumers searching the relevant travel options (Okonkwo et al., 2023). Structured data, e.g., schema.org annotations, can also increase search ranking and visibility and minimize the dependency of businesses on OTAs to increase visibility.
The other essential change is the individualized marketing operations. With the help of gathering and processing guest information about both OTA and direct reservations, businesses will be able to modify their products and advertising efforts as per particular customer demands. This helps companies to develop more personal experiences, enhance customer satisfaction and have more repeat business. The strategy would contribute to the creation of long-term loyalty and less dependence on OTAs as a source of consistent sales.
[bookmark: _Toc215354584]5.4 Post Pandemic Considerations: Resilience and Recovery via Digital Channels
COVID-19 has intensified the use of digital channels in the tourism industry to an extreme, and the OTAs have helped companies to continue the recovery process (Guo et al., 2021). With the opening of the borders, OTAs turned out to be essential distributors of tourism products helping businesses to connect with travelers interested in the convenience of doing everything they needed online. A range of businesses that used to be slow adopters of digital channels had to change their targets to enter the OTAs segment, betting on digital marketing approaches to connect to consumers in a post-pandemic environment.
In response to the changing attitudes towards consumers and the insecurity of the pandemic, the tourism business must implement flexible pricing and actively operate its digital resources. This involves changing the prices according to the demand and seasonality along with the market conditions and enhancing their online presence by continuous online marketing campaigns. This will be essential as the business will be able to adjust to the shifting conditions swiftly, which will in the long run lead to resilience and recovery and make businesses able to achieve the shifting consumer needs with ease and be competitive in the fast-changing environment (Hokmabadi et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc215354585]6. Conclusion
The tourism industry has been significantly transformed by digital media, especially the Online Travel Agents (OTAs), social media and SEO that provide a broader platform and enhance convenience to business and consumer. OTAs have helped tourism providers, big and small hotel chains or smaller independent businesses, to acquire access to the global market, which has brought on more sales and occupancy. These platforms offer consumers an easy option of comparing prices, reviewing them and making markings, which do affect a great deal to buying decisions. Yet, such convenience has trade-offs such as high commissions and less control of customer relations and prices, as well as future marketing efforts. Notwithstanding these difficulties, OTAs are still one of the vital elements of the modern tourism distribution strategy, especially regarding the businesses that want to increase their visibility and customer base.
Balanced and hybrid channels would be the best strategy in the long-term success of tourism industry. Through the integration of OTAs with direct booking platforms (notably hotel websites, social media, and SEO), businesses can remain highly online besides remaining in a better position to control a greater amount of their pricing and customer information. This approach enables tourism companies to take OTAs advantage by their popularity and convenience and decreases their reliance on the same and an opportunity to achieve more direct contact with customers. Digital marketing (social media activity, use of the SEO tool), and personalization of marketing will additionally ensure the dominance of a business in the market, which will allow it to decrease the use of OTAs and win customer loyalty.
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