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The Travel Report
The Impact of Experience and Word of Mouth on Travel Purchases

The travel industry is vital for the growth and sustenance of the US economy. In the past year, 

domestic visitors spent $489.7 billion in leisure travel. Their activities brought in $78.4 billion in 

taxes and created 5.3 million jobs. Today, 1 out of 9 US jobs depends on travel tourism. 1

Travel industry executives and their employees are the backbone of this operation. The services 

they deliver drive consumer interest. As the recent Large Purchase Study2 shows, consumers 

mainly depend on their past experience when making travel-related purchasing decisions. Reve-

nue in the travel industry is contingent upon creating the best possible experience. 

The following report provides a perspective on the information sources and promotions that 

drive travel purchases. It shows the connections between past experience, word of mouth and 

other marketing touch points. Finally, it delves into demographic variances, showing how par-

ents, women and non-whites make their travel-related decisions. 
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1 US Travel Association

2 Large Purchase Study (2010) is about travel, automotive, financial and technology purchases 

made in the past five years. The study details consumers’ brand choice and sources of influence 

that lead them to their final decisions. 
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What Drives Travel Purchases

Travel purchases are driven by customer satisfaction. One-half of consumers note that their 

travel purchases in the past five years have been based on their past experiences. Fewer than one-

fifth indicate that discount offers, online buzz and face-to-face conversations have influenced 

their travel purchases in the past five years. 
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TIPS: Positive travel stories come from satisfactory experiences. Excellence in customer service 

will inspire word of mouth--online and offline.   
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Travel Purchases In The Past Five Years

Whether purchasing airline tickets, renting cars, going on cruises or choosing hotels, travel pur-
chasers rely on their past experiences with brands and establishments. Among travel purchasers, 
cruise fans are more likely than other groups to indicate that face-to-face conversations (32 per-
cent) and online word of mouth (23 percent) influence their buying decisions.
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TIPS: Cruise fans can spread the good word about their past experiences at brand events and 

house parties. Hotels and cruise companies must track online conversations and watch for cus-

tomer complaints.
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Most Recent Airline Ticket Purchase

While brand fans base their decisions largely on past experience, discounts can sway their pur-
chasing decisions. Among the brands travel purchasers were most likely to recall, American Air-
lines has the most loyal customers. About seven in 10 (66 percent) indicate that their made their 
most recent purchase based on past experience. Some 10 percent were influenced by a discount 
offer. Meanwhile only about one-third (35 percent) of US Airways customers indicated that they 
made a ticket purchase based on past experience. More than one-quarter (27 percent) of US Air-
ways customers were influenced by a discount offer. 
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TIPS: Discounts can draw potential customers who are on the fence.  Brands that provide a con-

sistently satisfactory experience to their customers do not have to rely on discount offers as much 

to attract business. 
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Men Stick To What They Like

Men are more likely than women to rely on their past experiences when making travel purchases 
(53 percent vs. 45 percent, respectively.) Men and women are almost equally influenced by dis-
counts and word of mouth in this category. 
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TIPS: When it comes to travel, men are creatures of habit. Female travelers may be more likely to 

try new options and be more discerning about travel services. 
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Young Travel Purchasers Turn To Online Word of Mouth 

Overall, young travel purchasers between the ages of 18 and 29 are more likely to be influenced 
by word of mouth than their older counterparts. They are just as likely to rely on face-to-face 
communications as online word of mouth when making their travel purchases.  Meanwhile, con-
sumers 30-64 are more likely than senior citizens to turn to the web and take cues from online 
word of mouth when making their travel purchasing decisions. 
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TIPS: Watch online word of mouth to manage your travel brand’s reputation. Positive customer 
reviews will help convert younger audiences from shoppers to buyers.
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Parents’ Travel Decisions Are Driven By Word of Mouth  and Discounts

Non-parents are significantly more likely than parents (51 percent vs. 39 percent) to rely on their 
past experience when making travel purchases. Meanwhile, parents are more likely than non-
parents to rely on offline (21 percent vs. 12 percent) and online word of mouth (19 percent vs. 15 
percent) and take advantage of discounts (24 percent vs. 17 percent).
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TIPS: Show parent travelers that your brand understands their specific needs. Offer them oppor-

tunities to connect with other parents, online and offline. Consider discounting services for first 

time customers among this group.
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Non-White Customers Influenced by Discounts, Advertising and Online Buzz

Non-whites are about twice as likely as whites to rely on discounts (35 percent vs. 16 percent) 
when making travel purchases. For this segment, authentic online customer testimonials and 
reviews weigh just as much as what brands have to say about themselves through advertising. 
They are more likely than their white counterparts to turn to online word of mouth (23 percent 
vs. 15 percent) and advertising (20 percent vs. 10 percent) when making travel decisions. 
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TIPS: Make sure your brand’s online reputation matches your advertising claims. Enable and 
encourage your brand advocates to share their positive experiences online. Discounts will appeal 
to non-white audiences, but travel experience will be their deciding factor when making their final 
purchasing decisions. 
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Conclusion

The Large Purchase Study reveals that travel purchases heavily rest on consumers’ past experi-

ences. People may talk about their travels to their friends, they may be so impassioned or enraged 

that they post about it online, but ultimately they speak and act based on their history with a loca-

tion or a company. 

Promotions, advertising and word of mouth play significant roles in creating awareness and trial. 

They lead potential purchasers towards experiences. Yet, brand trust and loyalty come from con-

sumers’ one-on-one experience with travel brands. Customer satisfaction is travel industry’s key 

variable for growth.
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Method

The findings in this report are from the Large Purchase Study conducted by S. Radoff Associates 

in summer 2010. The study was conducted online and it is based on a nationally representative 

sample of 1,000 U.S. adults (18+). Its margin of error is +/- 3.3 percentage points. The study 

delved into information sources that influenced brand choices for recent large-ticket item pur-

chases.
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