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It wasn’t that long ago when it was impossible to block out the din of the travel agent death knell. The specter of the internet was vast, looming large and seemingly sucking away travel agent value. Turns out the rumors of the travel agent’s demise have been greatly exaggerated. 

Its true many travel agents operations went out of business starting in the late 1990s through today. But those agencies couldn’t adapt to changes in the marketplace and quickly became anachronistic relics when it became so easy to buy airline tickets and reserve hotels online. 

Those agents that accepted the internet and made appropriate adjustments to their business models have thrived. More Americans than ever before are traveling. And they’re traveling farther, and to more exotic places where travel agent’s expertise is paramount. Today’s successful travel agents do much more than the flight and hotel booking automatons of the past. They’re becoming highly trained specialists with inside knowledge on specific destinations. By delivering the ultimate service experience they’ve made themselves immune from the convenience of the internet. 

Sure, most people will still use the internet to book a trip to see mom over Thanksgiving. But when it comes to visiting somewhere new or exotic, having an advocate that can get you into the best restaurant in town or give valuable tips only a local would know, it makes all the difference. 

According to the American Society of Travel Agents, travel agents manage $120 Billion in travel spending annually. And they book 87 percent of cruises, 81 percent of all tours and packages, 51 percent of all airline tickets, 47 percent of all hotels and 45 percent of all car rentals. 

“I have been saying for five years travel agents are going to make a comeback,” said Lisa Grossberg, General Manager of the Buckingham, a New York City hotel. “Travelers really see the value of the service that travel agents provide. Today’s travelers want to feel someone’s experience and they want an opinion they can trust.” 

And they’re willing to pay for it too. Though travel agents still make commissions on hotel stays, the airlines eliminated them years ago. Now agents charge service fees instead and many think it’s worth it. Especially if something goes wrong. 

“The adoption of the service fee environment has changed revenue model, which is better because it has higher margins than the traditional [10 percent] commission. Smarter agencies have recognized they can do better for themselves by choosing to specialize and provide a platform for high service oriented complex sales that are difficult to buy online,” said Owen Wild, Director of Marketing for Amadeus North America. 

He said many brick and mortar locations have vanished, but this new breed of travel agent is working from home, noting that travel agent generated sales figures are higher than ever before. “There are probably as many if not more travel agents in the retail sale of travel today than there was 10 years ago. What has changed is the physical locations of ticketing sources,” said Wild. 

At AAA, the Vice President of Travel for Western and Central New York Tharwat Abouraya said customers are now more informed because of the internet, which let’s his agents concentrate more on handling complex travel. 

“When people come in here, they know just what they want,” said Abouraya. “We are able to do a unique job at providing our members with advice that is way beyond a simple hotel booking or airline ticket, but with complicated travel. Now we help them more with trips to places like China or to multiple European cities.” 

David A. Kelly, The Practical Traveler agrees, noting that savvy travel agents have carved a niche for themselves by focusing on specific types of travel such as family travel, cruising or eco-tourism. ““Real” travel agents are still priceless when it comes to advising clients on travel destinations or trips with lots of choices,” Kelly told Hotel Interactive. 

April Masini, an advice expert on all things including travel and goes by the moniker Ask April, said the internet is not for everyone. Even those that use it regularly, she said. Trying to figure out travel options is a time consuming and exhaustive effort. 

“At first the internet offered loads of wonderful tips and tricks to get around third party travel agents and even beat the airlines, hotels and rental car agencies at their own games. But as more and more information surfaced, sorting through it all can be a loathsome task -- one that many people would rather pay a travel agent to do for them,” said Masini. 
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