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Foreword

To say that the business travel sector is experiencing considerable disruption 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic is the understatement of the century.

Our teams, like yours, have been working tirelessly with clients to mitigate 
financial risks, provide industry insights and to help strengthen travel and 
payment programs in these uncertain times. 

To support that work, we have produced this guide, written in partnership with 
the business travel experts at FESTIVE ROAD. It brings together government, 
industry, commercial and client insights on the evolving landscape, coupled 
with a longer-term view on the future of business travel.

Continuing to make your mark as travel managers of the future will require  
a perspective of the road ahead for travel and an evolving strategy.  
Our commitment is to provide you with the insights you need to succeed, 
strong and robust service support and the opportunity to learn from and 
collaborative with peers at events such as Inside Edge.

Finally, we thank the team at FESTIVE ROAD for helping develop this guide,  
as having an independent perspective is vital in today’s environment.  
We hope it is a useful resource for you to continue to enhance your travel  
and payment program and maximise opportunities for you and your business. 

Byron Mirmikidis 
Vice President, Global Product Management JAPA 
Global Commercial Services 
AMERICAN EXPRESS

During my 20+ year business travel career, I’ve experienced the impacts of 
several major events on this industry. Acts of terrorism, impact of volcanic ash 
clouds, bird flU and more.

2020 is different. 

The impact of COVID-19 on business travel - across both the demand and 
supply sides of the industry - is unparalleled. 

As I researched this guide, spoke with travel managers and travel industry 
leaders, read papers and articles, it became clear that the unpredictability  
is one of our biggest challenges as we seek to answer questions like;

• How do we reboot business travel during a pandemic? 

• What will the post pandemic “new normal” look like? 

• How should we adjust and adapt – and be commercially successful? 

What American Express clearly recognise is that, in order to succeed, we must 
also rise above the short-term challenges and look at the longer road ahead, 
to the future of business travel. So, I commend them taking the initiative to 
commission and produce this guide, as predicting in an unpredictable world is 
a scary business, but it’s necessary to do.

My hope is that this guide will spark ideas for the reader on resolving not only 
the immediate challenges ahead but also offer insights on the brighter future 
to come. 

Mike Orchard 
Principal 
FESTIVE ROAD
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Executive Summary

This guide seeks to outline the shifts that have occurred 
on both the supplier and buyer sides of the business 
travel landscape as a result of COVID-19 and to describe 
how travel managers can build their return to travel 
plans with an eye on both the short and long term 
changes taking place across the industry.

The effects of the pandemic on business travel  
have been:

• A halt in global demand – a reduction in airline travel 
demand of over 90%3, while hotel occupancy has 
fallen 70% year over year11

• Dramatic cuts in supply capacity – including an 87% 
reduction in airline seat capacity3 and temporary 
closure of hotels around the world

• 43% of business travellers saying they feel “worried” 
and 32% “anxious” about a return to business travel6

• A shift in the nature of business travel, which is 
still changing, for example less travel for internal 
company meetings and more focus on travel that 
directly contributes to either the company top or 
bottom line

The effects of the pandemic have led to an immediate 
pivot in the role of most travel managers. The primary 
focus has moved away from cost (or savings) to highly 
visible roles in traveller safety, support and duty of care.

Travel programs and travel policies are being rebuilt 
to suit pandemic era travel.As at mid-August 2020, 
just over half of travel managers surveyed worldwide 
reported that they had not yet started or are in the initial 
stages of the building their return to travel plans18. 

Pandemic era business travel is being built around the 
concept of “permissible travel”, which relies on  
1) government permission, 2) company confidence and 
3) traveller confidence. Each of these components needs 
to be assessed both at a total program and trip level in 
order to assess what travel takes place, and under what 
polices and processes. 

Travel providers have scrambled to create and build tools 
to help support the business travel community and travel 
managers themselves have, broadly speaking, embarked 
on the following types of activities

• Design and launch “pop up travel policies” to address 
immediate changes required to reduce risk and improve 
traveller safety

• Partner with other senior internal stakeholders for 
example HR, Risk, Security, Communications and the 
C-suite

• Conduct a traveller listening exercise to gain valuable 
feedback on return-to-travel sentiment 

• Work in partnership with suppliers, who are able to 
provide valuable tools and insights

But short-term plans are only part of the story, attempting 
to think long-term is key. This guide identifies several 
“gamechanger” trends and, in doing so, attempts to 
illustrate the silver lining on the dark cloud presently 
hanging over us. These are - we suggest - likely 
cornerstones for a bright future for business travel:

• Rewiring the travel industry – how an explosion in 
API-based technology will enable more diverse content 
to be used in travel management. This aligned with a 
focus on consumer experience and enhanced corporate 
control of technology tools will offer enriched traveller 
experiences aligned to the corporate goals

• The future of work – how increasing numbers 
of remote based employees, plus use of enabling 
technologies, will reshape the very need for travel and 
meetings in the years ahead

• Traveller first – examining how the unique needs 
of each individual traveller can be addressed in 
future, giving rise to more focus on end-to-end travel 
management as well as traveller care and personal risk 
management

• Digitisation & virtual payments – the trend towards 
virtual and contactless “everything” is accelerating, and 
payment is at the forefront of that, heralding a range of 
traveller and corporate benefits

• Travel program CEO – we outline a future where the 
link between business travel and company success 
becomes clearer, a future where travel managers 
skillsets and experience diversify, and a future where 
the strategic value of the travel program is made 
abundantly clear – giving rise to an exciting set of 
opportunities for progressive travel managers of the 
future. 

This pandemic is forcing the industry to adapt, think 
differently and change. And quickly.

Travel managers have a unique opportunity to place the 
travel program squarely at the heart of their organisations’ 
post-pandemic business success plans. 

The effects of the 
pandemic have led  
to an immediate pivot 
in the role of most 
travel managers



5

Where are we today: 
The Shifting Landscape

Flight demand in Asia Pacific is only marginally stronger than the rest of the world - mostly driven by China where 
domestic travel has been steadily recovering. By August this was down 19% year over year and expected to continue to 
track back towards normal levels in the last half of 2020. 

Business travel represents 21% of global travel spend1 and drives between 55% and 75% of airline profits due to the 
higher average fares4. Business travel demand has also disappeared due to COVID-19.

A Halt to Demand: COVID-19 Freezes Global Travel
Before COVID-19, the travel and tourism sector contributed 10.3% of global GDP and one in 10 of the world’s jobs1.  
Up to a third of all jobs in the sector, or 100 million roles, could be under threat due to the COVID-19 pandemic2. 

Global airline passenger travel demand started to decline in February 2020 and bottomed out in April with 94% less 
demand versus the same time in 2019. Since then, international travel demand has plateaued, remaining more than 88% 
lower than the previous year. Domestic travel demand has trickled back, though still down over 50% year over year3.

Global Airline Passenger Demand
Revenue Passenger Kilometres vs. Prior Year

-87%

-94%

-98%

Total Market International DomesticSource: IATA

Jan-20 Feb-20 Mar-20 Apr-20 May-20 Jun-20 Jul-20 Aug-20

-79%

-68%

-58%
-51%

-98%

-91%
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-80%
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-97%
-92%

-88%
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American Express data illustrates changes in corporate spending as a result of the pandemic. For example, corporate 
clients in Australia saw their pre-COVID airline and hotel spend significantly reduce as a share of the overall spend.

Travel managers surveyed by the Global Business Travel Association (GBTA) in September 20205 advised that 92% of 
their companies have cut all or most international trips and 70% have similarly cut domestic trips. While this sentiment 
data has indicated slowly improving levels of optimism for domestic travel as the months progress, international travel 
remains off the cards for all but a few organisations. 

Travel Manager – Business Travel Sentiment
By Survey date
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Business Travellers Express Concerns About a Restart of Travel
Global business traveller sentiment about the return to travel indicates trepidation for some. One in five travel managers 
polled about their traveller’s willingness to travel, suggested that only a few would be happy to travel again in the first 
six months after restrictions are lifted. This gives an indication of the potential longer-term reduction in business travel 
demand ahead. 
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Source: Wakefield Research on behalf of SAP Concur, survey conducted May-June 2020
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29%

26%
23%

20%

Worried Anxious Excited Relieved Encouraged Eager

Over one thousand frequent Asia Pacific based business travellers surveyed on behalf of SAP Concur described their 
emotions about a return to travel6.The survey found that 32% feel anxious and 43% are worried about a return to travel, 
though many also feel positive too. 

Travel Manager Poll: 

Source: GBTA poll of 827 members, August 2020

Most employees will 
be willing to travel

21%

Some employees will 
be willing to travel

50%

A few employees will 
be willing to travel

19%

Most employees will 
be unwilling to travel

1%

Don’t know

10%

APAC Based Business Traveller Feelings 
About a Return to Travel

“Once travel restrictions begin to be lifted, how do you 
expect most of your company’s employees will react 
to future business travel for the first six months after 

restrictions are lifted?”

“I expect 10% of staff will jump on 
a plane as soon as they can, 60% 
will do it as and when needed and 
the final 30% will try to avoid it for 
the time-being”.

American Express client, Paul Ktenas,  
Head of Procurement for KPMG Australia  
said of their travellers sentiment, 
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A Look Ahead: A Slow Path to Recovery
IATA predicts that air passenger demand will not return to pre-COVID-19 levels until 2023 for short haul travel and 2024 
for long haul travel7. The research explains that with video conferencing overtaking in-person meetings, the long-time 
strong correlation between GDP and business travel volumes may have weakened.

This was echoed in a survey of Fortune 500 CEOs8. Nearly a third of the CEOs said their business travel will not resume 
until 2022 or later. And 52% stated that post-pandemic business travel will never resume to prior levels.

Changes Predicted for Business Travel Demand 

While business travel demand is subdued, there are 
indications that the type and nature of business travel 
is changing. Travel managers interviewed for this guide 
expect, for example, advance booking times to reduce – 
due to the currently dynamic nature of border openings 
and quarantine requirement changes. 

Average trip lengths are also shifting - in some cases 
travellers are preferring to shorten trips and minimise 
their time on the road. Others are deliberately extending 
and consolidating trips to try to pack more activity into 
each trip, while minimising any time they may need to 
spend in quarantine or away from home overall.

It is also becoming evident that we are seeing a 
change in the mix of travel by business purpose.Travel 
for internal company meetings has been reduced 
dramatically despite being the top reason for business 
travel and historically the basis for 55% of trips19. 
Alongside this, travel for large in-person events (MICE) 
is also dormant and looks set to remain that way well 
into 2021.Travel managers are predicting that travel for 
sales or client meetings will return first, along with travel 
required to manage physical assets such as mine-sites, 
oil rigs, data centres or IT infrastructure. 

Growth in business travel demand is dependent on industry 
sector. Some industries are more able to adapt to work-
from-home policies and use of videoconferencing than 
others. Some industries are harder hit economically from 
COVID-19 and will slow their spend on travel as a result.

Insights from business travel in China in the months 
following their peak of the pandemic, suggests sectors as 
construction, manufacturing and pharmaceuticals may lead 
the return to travel, while service and knowledge-based 
sectors may take longer9. 

Global business travel data shows that several industries 
never stopped travelling, including sectors such as mining, 
wholesale trade, healthcare and social assistance, utilities 
and construction10. 

Angela Rowsthorn, National Travel Manager for Red Cross 
Australian explains the ongoing need for some travel, “We 
continue to see some essential domestic and international 
travel. For example, we sent people to Beirut following the 
recent explosion. Across Australia, we provide face-to-face 
psychological support to vulnerable groups, as well  
as collecting blood donations and that work continues 
despite COVID”.
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American Express global corporate client spend data identifies the industries with most travel since March 2020.  
The industry sectors with the highest amount of airline spend have been scientific and administrative services, durable 
goods, transportation, construction and government.
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-72%
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-95%

Total Market International DomesticSource: IATA
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Airlines around the world have parked aircraft in the desert or retired some older fleets such as 747s. Aircraft 
mothballing is an effective way of removing capacity short-term, but the long-term supply reductions due to earlier than 
excepted aircraft retirements should not be underestimated in terms of its impact on the speed of the industry recovery. 

Supply Landscape: Rapid Evolution
The travel supply landscape has never been so dynamic, but not just in terms of capacity. 

IATA’s air passenger supply data shows that airline seat supply was rapidly removed in early 2020, in response to the 
pandemic. By April, international passenger seat capacity was down 95% over the prior year and domestic capacity was 
down 72%.While minor increases have been seen in the months following, by August the total air passenger seat capacity 
remained 64% down year on year.

Global Airline Passenger Supply
Available Seat Kilometres vs. Prior Year

10
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Hotels have fared no better. STR data shows that average global hotel occupancy reduced by 70% year over year in late 
March, while an average of 8 out of 10 hotel rooms stood empty11. Hotels around the world completely shut down or 
closed entire floors to reduce cost while laying off (or furloughing) 70% of hotel employees12. Data up to late August 2020 
shows that hotel occupancy had recovered to a decline of 31% year over year, with average hotel rates - across all forms 
of travel - down by 20%11.
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The pandemic is giving rise to other changes in the marketplace. Suppliers are rapidly innovating to enhance current 
products, solutions and experiences or introduce services to meet travellers’ new needs. Examples include:

While these rapid product enhancements are welcome to 
all, many travel managers told us that COVID-19 safety 
standards differ greatly by supplier and by country – 
making it challenging to advise travellers what to expect 
on their next trip. This uncertainly results in increased 
levels of anxiety. Eric Bailey, Microsoft’s Global Director 
of Travel recently summed this up in a recent interview, 
saying, “…we used to focus on making travel predictive, 
now we need to make it predictable”13. 

The Travel and Meetings Standards (TAMS) Taskforce 
is working towards a set of common global standards 
to deliver consistency. Their approach is outlined in 
the Standards of Safety in Business Travel14. Although 
the TAMS standards are only a suggested framework, 
Eric Bailey of Microsoft acknowledged that aligning to a 
common standard will make it easier for the industry to 
build towards a more predictable travel experience.

“The biggest challenge 
with the return of travel 
is unpredictability” 
Joyce Chiang, Director, Global Product 
Management, American Express

Airline
Waived ticket change fees. Keeping middle seats vacant. Face masks 
required. Passenger temperature checks required. Changed boarding 
processes (e.g. board by row number).

Accommodation
More stringent and frequent cleaning standards, physical distancing 
practices, flexible cancellation policies, staff training, provision of PPE for 
staff and guests, contactless food and beverage, contactless reception

Car Rental
Contactless pickup/drop-off, paperless rental agreements, enhanced vehicle 
cleaning and disinfection regimes, use of PPE for staff and customers at 
rental locations

Travel Management 
Company (TMC)

Consolidated travel advice based on latest COVID-19 case numbers and 
government permissions, enhanced pre-trip approval tools, dynamic 
travel policy management, pre-trip travel alerts, on-trip custom traveller 
messaging, enhanced traveller location reporting, ticket credit management

Online Booking Tools 
(OBT)

Supplier COVID polices represented in the booking tool (e.g. hygiene 
standards, flexible booking options), travel safety ratings based on  
the trip routing

Travel Management Companies (TMCs) in particular,  
are concentrating on three core enhancements to their 
value proposition:

• Competitiveness – TMCs are rapidly developing 
new capabilities to meet the demands of clients and 
travellers. One example is the inclusion of hygiene and 
safety information in booking and approval tools. Other 
examples are improvements in real-time reporting tools 
as well as traveller communication platforms. 

• Compensation – Transaction fees have been the most 
popular TMC compensation model for over a decade, 
but change is in the air. Much discussion is now on 
changing the model to options such as subscription 
fees, cost plus, management fees, performance-based 
commercials and other models.

• Customisation – Buyers have opportunities to 
select and integrate travel service partners like 
never before. APIs and other technologies enable 
unparalleled program customisation options. A buyer 
can, for example, choose a unique combination of 
TMC, reporting platform, safety solution and traveller 
messaging tool. 

The changes in volume and spend on business travel, as 
well as the rapid development of a range of new services, 
is meaning that the supply landscape is changing quickly. 
This alone, regardless of changing demand for business 
travel, requires travel managers to keep a close eye on the 
market and examine which supplier solutions best fit their 
own rapidly changing requirements. 
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The Changing Focus of the Travel Manager
COVID-19 and the rapid changes to both the demand and supply sides of the business travel industry are the catalyst for 
a series of changes in focus for travel managers.

Rebalancing of Travel Manager Priorities

© FESTIVE ROAD 2020

COST

CUSTOMER

CARE

The role of the travel manager consists of three broad 
areas of focus:

• Cost – the total cost of ownership of the managed 
travel program

• Customer – traveller experience and company 
needs being met

• Care – safety and security, wellness, sustainability

Over the last 20 years the travel buyer role has evolved 
into a typically procurement led position. This has 
typically given rise to a finance-first agenda and a cost 
(or savings) dominated set of objectives. This is not to 
say that duty of care and customer needs have been 
neglected, but the core KPI’s of most travel managers 
have become finance focused.

The pandemic is driving rebalancing of the travel 
manager priorities with “care” (aka traveller health, 
safety, security and well-being) becoming the  
primary focus. 

SVP and Chief Product & Technology Officer at Egencia 
Alex Kaluzny describes this as, “corporate travel 
programs have fundamentally changed in role and scope 
because of COVID-19, which in turn has changed a 
travel manager’s role from being one that focuses on 
cost and supply to one that focuses on reducing risk”15.

Global corporate card program leader and APAC 
travel lead for EY, Nicola Winchester explains, “Risk 
management is now front and centre of everything that 
we are going to be focused on. [We are] making sure 
that we understand who is travelling, why and who has 
approved the trip”16.

“It’s very clear that for our 
clients in Asia, traveller 
safety is the number 
one priority in terms of 
restarting travel” 
Yasuhiro Sudo, General Manager / Vice 
President Global Commercial Service Japan, 
American Express

1. Disruption to Traditional Sourcing Activities
Typically, a key component of the travel managers role is to lead supplier contract negotiations. As many of these 
agreements are dependent on volume (or spend) commitments, it is natural that many travel managers are currently 
nervous to enter into contract negotiations with their suppliers.

National Travel Manager Australia for the Red Cross, Angela Rowsthorn advises, “while we have had to change some 
hotels on our program due to cleanliness requirements, we are looking to roll all existing contracted hotel rates over for 
another year”. She adds “our airline and TMC contracts still have some time left to run, which is good for us now as we 
would not want to revisit any contracts at the moment”. Angela’s approach is typical of many travel managers who are 
looking to defer supplier negotiations for the time being. 

For some travel managers, the alternative to fixed negotiated hotel rates is to shift to dynamic rates. Fixed hotel rates 
require volume commitments based on predictable levels of demand. Dynamic rates allow more flexibility around volumes 
while maintaining an attractive discount pegged off market rates. Travel managers surveyed by GBTA in August 2020 
indicated that 33% are more likely to look at dynamic hotel rates while only 9% said they are less likely to look at such 
rates than before the pandemic18.
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2. Travel Managers Are Expanding Their Internal Influence

Business travel freezes and the need to rebuild travel programs, are offering travel managers an opportunity to build 
stronger connections with internal stakeholders. This is enhancing their visibility and strengthening their ability to 
influence change across their organisations.

Becky Cook, Vice President &  
General Manager, Global Client Group, 
American Express

“Travel managers’ roles have 
increased in breadth, and we’re 
providing support through the 
pandemic. From helping enable 
faster supplier payments, to 
providing consulting on spend, to 
connecting our clients together 
where shared insights can solve 
problems quickly” 

The C-suite are typically signing off the return to travel 
plan. Travel managers say the executive leadership team is 
the key stakeholder group leading the way on the “return 
to normalcy plan”17. As a result, travel managers are 
increasingly becoming key advisors to the leadership team.

Cross-functional collaboration around return to travel 
is vital. Travel managers are actively engaging with 
peers across Security, HR, IT, Risk, Legal and Internal 
Communications. 

Angela Rowsthorn, Travel Manager for Red Cross said,  
“I have been working with Legal, HR, Risk and Culture to 
draft changes to the policy and processes for a return to 
travel”. 

This senior engagement with travel managers is also 
affording new opportunities to revisit why travel takes 
place and what value it adds to the organisation.These 
discussions are heralding the way in terms of companies 
embracing an approach that truly considers trip ROI as 
one of the key components as to why and when travel 
should take place.

14
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Travel Reboot – Strategies to 
Prepare for a Return to Travel

100 travel managers surveyed by BCD Travel highlighted the key changes they have started to make 
to their travel programs17:

Travel Manager Poll 
– “How would you 
characterise your 
company’s travel 
recovery plan?”

12%

26%

28%

34%

Fully established (the recovery plan 
has been developed and implemented)

My company has begun but we 
are in the initial stages (e.g. 

collecting stakeholder insights)

My company is well 
underway (e.g. building 
policies and procedures

My company has not started yet

Source: GBTA poll of 827 members, August 12, 2020

Corporate Travel Managers Begin to Adjust Travel Programs for COVID-19
GBTA’s survey of 827 members in August 202018 illustrated that many corporate travel managers are in the process of 
working through how to restart their travel programs. Notably, more than half said they have either not started or are only 
in the initial stages of building out their plan and just 12% said they had fully implemented their travel recovery plans.

Source: BCD Travel survey of 100 travel managers, June 2020

75%

62%

74%

38%

10%

Require additional 
pre-trip approvals

Provide speci�c 
travel advice

Additionally track all 
travelling employees

Provide personal protective 
equipment to travellers

Use in-app messaging to 
quickly update travellers

Over 1,200 global business travellers surveyed in May 
2020 by BCD Travel19 showed that 76% were grounded 
and 23% could travel only for essential business reasons.
The top three worries shared by these travellers around 
future travel were:

• 67% – Quarantine upon arrival at the  
  host/home destination

• 67% – Social distancing while traveling

• 66% – Cleanliness of the environment
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The business travellers also outlined what would give them confidence to travel again:

• Frequent airport and airline cabin disinfection

• Enhanced hotel cleaning

• New airline boarding procedures to accommodate 
social distancing

Sanghamitra Bose, General Manager 
Singapore and Thailand, American Express 
Global Business Travel

“We have launched Travel Vitals… 
it is a repository of information  
that will tell travellers what  
pre-immigration requirements are 
required, which governments are 
opening their shores and for which 
nationalities”16

A Structured Approach to Build  
a Return to Travel Plan
A range of resources are available across the industry to 
assist travel managers in building their return to travel 
plans. Notably, most major TMCs are providing guides and 
checklists.

American Express’s global business consulting team offers 
a travel policy review and benchmarking solution with new 
policy guidelines suited to the pandemic that can support 
the creation of temporary “pop-up travel policies”. 

As an example of one resource, we highlight below some 
components of the Permissible Travel Framework, from 
independent global travel and meetings consultancy 
FESTIVE ROAD. This freely available toolkit includes 
questions and recommendations to help in planning a 
pandemic era travel program. 

• Empty seat beside them on an airplane

• Mandatory wearing of masks 

• Contactless payment systems

Move from Essential to Permissible Travel
The definition “essential travel” is a problem for companies – especially during the pandemic. It is ambiguous. Therefore, 
when company leaders state that only “essential travel” is allowed during the pandemic, it is giving rise to confusion. The 
industry has been moving towards variations of a definition of “Permissible Travel” instead. This is defined under FESTIVE 
ROAD’s Permissible Travel Framework20 as a combination of: 

16
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Company Confidence x Traveller Confidence x Government Permission

= Permissible Travel
To explain these terms in more detail:

• Company Confidence is what travel is company permissible. This is a combination of what geographies the company 
is comfortable for travel to take place in, what reasons for travel are accepted and what known and accepted risks are 
in place. This also includes any budget limitations for business travel spend

• Traveller Confidence is what is the employee willing to do in terms of travel. This will consider their personal and 
unique concerns, which may include needing to shield family members with pre-existing conditions, for example.  
This often also includes a set of requirements around information on supplier cleanliness standards and an 
understanding of “how to travel” during the pandemic

• Government Permission is what travel is permitted by the governments and states through which any specific 
trip takes place. This may encompass a need to quarantine, to socially distance and to wear personal protective 
equipment during the trip

Here is an example of how to use the framework it on a trip-by-trip approval basis: 

Are the borders open?

Yes

No

Can you travel and return without quarantine?

Yes

No

Have you con�rmed the destination is not a hot spot?

Yes

No

Does the trip ensure business continuity or
maintain competitive advantage?

Yes

No

If postponed, could there be operational,
safety or �nancial consequences?

Yes

No

Does the meeting need to be in person?

Yes

No

Do you feel comfortable to travel? 

Yes

No

Have we provided the
right support & resources to you?

Yes

No

Have you received approval to travel?

Yes

No

Government
Permission

Company
Con�dence

Employee
Con�dence

TRAVEL IS NOT
PERMITTED.

+

+

= TRAVEL IS
PERMITTED.

Helping Your Employees  
Determine If They Can Travel

© 2020 FESTIVE ROAD - On A Mission  
To Create Better Travel & Meetings Management.
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Using the Permissible Travel Framework
The framework outlines 4 key phases to build a return to travel plan:

Internal Review Sign Off External Review Operationalise

• Ensure you have the 
right stakeholders 
involved (HR, Legal, Risk, 
Comms, Dept Leads at a 
minimum)

• What is the demand for 
travel and when will you 
allow it? (ask the key 
budge)

• Review existing travel 
policy to identify which 
sections will need 
updating or if a pop-up 
policy is needed, e.g. are 
all modes of transport 
allowed?

• What new data points will 
you need?

• Engage and be the voice 
of your travellers

• What new steps are you 
taking to ensure traveller 
safety and wellbeing?

• Is insurance cover  
still valid?

• Will you require any 
assessments, waivers, 
tests or checklists?

• Agree what is 
Permissible Travel 
 
What is company 
permissble? 
 
What is employee 
agreeable? 
 
What will goverments 
and border restrictions 
allow?

• Phased Return 
Approach 
 
Which geographies? 
(Local, domestic, 
international) 
 
Mode of transport 
(Personal, car, rental 
car, rideshare,  
train, air) 
 
Reasons for travel 
(Business priorities)

• What are the triggers 
to move to the next 
phase?

• Risks and Mitigation 
(Financial /  
Non-Financial)

• How will your TMC/
OBT manage control 
what you have defined 
as Permissible Travel? 
At the booking stage 
and beyond ensure 
travellers are kept 
updated

• Are only specific 
suppliers approved?

• What new expectations /
standards do you have 
of suppliers?

• Do suppliers have 
capacity to meet  
your demand?

• What new requirements 
do your suppliers have 
of your company and/
or your travellers?

Operationalise across 
these key stages of the 
traveller experience, 
ensuring ongoing 2-way 
communication throughout:

Plan

• Issue a “pop-up” 
policy supporting by 
guidelines

Book

• Develop and where 
possibly, automate new 
processes

Prepare

• Provide guidance (e.g. 
packing list / checklist)

Travel

• Keep travellers updated

Return

• Gather feedback, what 
improvements are 
needed

1 2 3 4

18
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Based on feedback from travel managers who have already built their return to travel plans key advice is as follows:

Five Recommendations for a Pandemic Era Business Travel Program

1. Pop up Travel Policies. Implement a range of 
short-term changes to the travel policy. Focus on 
traveller safety, care and visibility of data. Include  
pre-trip approval processes, firm mandating of 
booking via the preferred channels, allow the use of 
flexible fares and rates and pre-assignment of airline 
seating - even if an extra cost is incurred

2. Build the Plan in Collaboration with Internal 
Peers. Create a working group and seek input into 
the return to travel plan. Include HR, Risk & Security, 
Communications, Legal (and other teams as relevant) 
to make it a robust actionable plan that gets approved 
quickly by senior leaders

3. Traveller Engagement. Listen to travellers and 
ask them what they need to feel comfortable to 
return to travel. Leverage their feedback to bolster 
your planning and operationalisation steps. Need 
inspiration around what to ask? There are examples in 
Permissible Travel Framework

4. Work Closely with Suppliers. Travel suppliers have 
information and resources to help you including new 
traveller checklists and guidance documents to allay 
traveller fears. It is also important you understand the 
new COVID-safe practices of your key airlines, hotels 
and other suppliers – this is covered in the Permissible 
Travel Framework. TMCs and American Express are 
providing a wealth of additional support, don’t be 
afraid to ask for help

5. Be Ruthless with Your Time. Driving significant 
change in any travel program takes time and energy. 
Identify the “Stop, Start or Continue” tasks for the travel 
program (a tool to help with this is in the Permissible 
Travel Framework). For example, it might be time to stop 
on airline and hotel contracting activities, but time to 
start relooking at the case for rolling out virtual payment 
solutions to help enable contactless payments for your 
future travellers

Jo Sully, Vice President & Regional  
General Manager, Asia Pacific,  
American Express Global Business Travel

“In a constantly changing 
environment, travel policies may 
need to be updated on a weekly 
or even daily basis. Travellers will 
need instant access to relevant, 
accurate information. There will be 
a need to communicate faster and 
more regularly”

FESTIVE ROAD has conducted a range of video interviews with travel managers of companies such as EY, Microsoft, 
NetApp and PWC about their return to travel plans, highlighting notable trends21; 

Megha Chopra, India Head – Global 
Commercial Services, American Express

“There is increased focus on 
sustainability for post-pandemic 
travel. Clients are telling us ‘we 
want to travel better”

• The timing of a return to travel matches the return to 
office-based working for many organisations

• There is a general shift from non-mandated to 
mandated travel programs, at least during pandemic-
era travel

• Many are taking a country and region-specific phased 
approach to the return to travel, reflecting variances in 
government permissions

• Now is a great time to rethink key components of the 
travel program such as technology or data solutions 
and to implement changes while volumes are low

• There is a continued trend towards a focus on 
sustainability, illustrated for example, by EY’s focus on 
“travel with a purpose” as an initiative to help them hit 
their sustainability targets, and McKinsey suggests a 
future where the focus is on “making travel better, not 
just safer”22. 
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The Road Ahead:  
5 Gamechanger Trends  
for Business Travel 2025

#1 – Rewiring the Travel Industry

“Sometimes a change of perspective is all it takes to see the light” Dan Brown

We have all become more focused on the short-term and tactical challenges of 2020. The pandemic has interrupted our 
focus on the long-term trends and opportunities shaping the travel industry. But which of those trends remains and what 
new influences can we see?

To address this, we outline five “gamechanger” trends that will shape and improve business travel beyond the pandemic 
into the years ahead. These are undoubtedly not the whole picture, as it’s quite clear that the future landscape is still 
unfolding, but these look like some of the core components and if we are to truly find the silver-lining then we need to 
build travel program strategy with consideration for the long-term arrival point. 

An industry listening exercise conducted in late 201923 
highlighted deep dissatisfaction across more than 100 
travel managers with online booking tools, across three 
key areas:

• Content – the concern that the OBT does not display 
the diverse, multichannel content that is required in a 
modern travel program

• Consumer experience – both travellers and travel 
managers report low levels of user satisfaction with 
existing OBT tools 

• Control – travel managers reported challenges with 
the application of policy and approval within the tools 
leaving a gap against their business requirements

The good news is that the need for change in these areas 
has been accelerated by COVID-19 and, whilst there’s 
considerable challenge on company time and resources, 
the will, the skill and the bill (the cash) does exist with 
those digitally focused players to resolve these challenges. 
It seems that work prior to the pandemic is still under way 
and in some cases even accelerated. 

We can broadly group this re-wire into three areas:

• Democratised distribution – APIs will help democratise 
distribution and accelerate change - resulting in richer 
and wider distribution. This will also move beyond 
today’s browser based OBTs to a broader range of apps, 
for example; Whatsapp, Outlook, LinkedIn, Salesforce, 
Slack, etc. This technology will allow travel managers 
to “plug and play” a range of content and solutions into 
travel technologies in the future

• Attribute-based shopping – From hygiene standards 
to sustainability parameters (e.g. carbon per flight or 
carbon per available room) to productivity metrics or 
performance indicators like on-time performance  
– this additional information will enhance the relevance  
of the travel services purchased by business travellers  
in the future

• Policy polarisation – The rise in ancillaries and 
increased diversity of travel products will result in 
corporations either having to simplify travel policies to 
allow an OBT to interpret and apply them or, conversely, 
accommodate increasing variation. The latter will require 
more sophisticated OBT policy engines.
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Ultimately, these developments, plus growth in 
artificial intelligence technology, will lead to the 
evolution of a “Corporate Consumption Engine” 
which OBTs of the future will use to dynamically 
manage the information to source the most suited 
fares and rates. Travel policies will be applied 
at the point of sale, in context, with the travel 
manager able to adjust the rules of engagement 
dependent upon market conditions, their 
company’s changing objectives and what their 
data is telling them.

Simply put, broader content and a consumer-like 
shopping experience, overlaid with sophisticated 
policies will allow OBTs to meet the needs of both 
buyers and travellers.

These changes herald a business travel future 
where the underlying technology platforms are 
more integrated, more relevant and more  
user-friendly. 

As Travel managers evaluate their OBT partner of the future,  
it can help think in terms of 3C’s: Content, CX and Control

• Content – what’s the OBT capability to provide relevant, 
real-time information and travel (e.g. COVID-19-proof 
content?) Think about cleaning standards, information on 
supplier services available – or not, government information/
regulations and all sorts of attribute-based shopping that go 
far beyond COVID-19

• Customer Experience – the (technical) challenge of bringing 
new rich information at Point of Sale, in a user-friendly way,  
is one thing. What’s next is employee wellbeing. How can 
OBTs focus on the safety and security of the traveller?  
Post-COVID-19, what are they doing to make travellers want 
to use them, vs leisure travel booking sites? 

• Control – what is company agreeable, in this new world? How 
does the OBT empower you to support your travellers while 
meeting your duty of care and financial obligations?

#2 – The Future of Work
During the COVID-19 pandemic, an estimated 2.7 billion people worldwide (or 4 in 5 workers) have been 
affected by full or partial workplace closures24. 

An estimated one-third of roles will permanently transition to work from home, almost 3 times the level before 
COVID-1925. 

Longer term trends in the evolution of work remain true, including growth of artificial technology and changing 
of the workforce to include more transient talent and skills on an as-needed basis. 

These key trends give rise to significant future impacts on the world of travel, meetings and payment: 

• Micro-business travel – As more employees shift 
to remote working, the daily commute becomes an 
infrequent micro-business trip.The cost of the  
micro-commute will start to become a business 
expense and fall into the realm of the travel manager. 
In such a scenario we see more bus, rail, self-drive 
car and other forms of short travel falling into the 
business travel program. Focus will be placed not 
only on leveraging spend to drive savings, but also on 
providing proactive advice to micro-business travellers 
around the most efficient and productive ways for them 
to undertake such travel, also offering opportunity to 
encourage use of more sustainable means of micro-
business travel such as push-bike or rail

• Hybrid-meetings and hybrid-events – With greater 
numbers of workers becoming adept at using virtual 
meetings tools, the need for travel will increasingly 
be questioned. What is the true value to the business 
of that three-person sales trip to New York? Can we 
achieve the same objectives with sending only one 
person and the rest of the team join virtually, thereby 
creating a hybrid meeting? The future of events and 
conferencing will also embrace the hybrid theme. A 
mix of in-person attendance and virtual attendance 
will become the norm at future events. Live-streamed 
hybrid events also give opportunities to engage with 

the audience for longer i.e. through post-event replay, 
and to broaden the audience for the event well beyond 
those who in the past could not justify a dedicated trip 
or time out of the office 

• The digital nomad – The remote work trend also 
gives new opportunities for individuals and families to 
change “work from home” to “work from anywhere”. 
The #digitalnomad trend has been on the rise until 
now, mostly for “gig economy” workers who provide 
independent skills or consulting to their clients and 
can do so from anywhere. It has been predicted that 
by 2035 there would be one billon digital nomads 
worldwide, with the pandemic accelerating the trend 
once travel starts to rebuild. Post COVID-19, corporate 
employees can embrace the digital nomad lifestyle 
too. Work from a hotel in Bali during the morning, 
while sightseeing with family in the afternoon? The 
possibilities are endless and generate a new range of 
business travel and payment needs. As workers radiate 
away from the corporate offices, the type, nature and 
duration of business travel will inevitably change. The 
support that the corporate provides the worker in 
terms of virtual meetings, team collaboration tools plus 
relevant payment and travel benefits triggers changes 
to the size and shape of the future travel program.
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#3 – Traveller First
“Traveller Centricity” is not new as a topic within business travel. The term has come to signify the importance of finding 
the balance between the corporate’s own priorities with business travel (typically cost, compliance and visibility), while 
respecting the need to improve travellers experience and productivity on the road. COVID-19 is hastening the pace of 
change when it comes to putting travellers first, in the context of the travel program.

Key enabling technologies will mature in the near-term and allow a traveller-first strategy to flourish. These include 
artificial intelligence, deeper and richer behavioural data availability, predictive analytics, 5G communication and 
“Internet of Things” connectivity for more and more devices. These will converge to provide some key opportunities  
in the future travel program:

Nicola Winchester, Global Corporate 
Card Program Leader and APAC 
Travel Lead for EY

“Furnish your travellers with the 
most current information at the 
time of booking and being able to 
offer up that information during 
the trip is critical. The program of 
the future will be centred around 
technologies and the ability to offer 
up that information to support 
your travellers”16

• Individual Risk Management – The 2020 pandemic 
has illustrated how unique personal situations 
heavily impact appetite for travel. For example, a 
40-something executive who is living in a suburban 
home with elderly parents takes a very different view 
over a business trip to a 20-something millennial 
living in a shared house in the city centre. In the 
future, we will see an increased focus on individual 
business travel and risk management strategies, 
tailored to unique personal circumstances. For one 
traveller, their trip to Shanghai might look very 
different than another depending on their unique risk 
outlook. It will be incumbent on the travel manager of 
the future to ensure that travel processes, policy and 
technologies support these unique needs in  
order to allow each traveller a safe and productive 
travel experience.

• Mental Wellbeing a Focus – 20% of business 
travellers report a negative impact on their well-being 
caused by business travel27. Frequent time away from 
home and family has been shown to increase stress 
and anxiety as a result of lack of sleep and challenges 
with staying healthy on the road. To tackle these, 
companies to develop corporate wellbeing programs 

and offer specific advice and guidance to business 
travellers. Furthermore, measurement of potential 
causes of travel related stress will form a critical future 
KPI for travel managers as they look to work with their 
TMCs and supplier partners to minimise such effects. 
These changes will lead to alterations to corporate travel 
policies that may be contextual to the type of trip and 
the personal situation of the traveller.

• End-to-end Trip Management – Current travel booking 
practices typically only support airline, accommodation 
and partial ground transportation booking and on-trip 
management. In the future we will see TMCs, OBTs and 
other suppliers offer business travellers technologies that 
enable them to book, manage and optimise their trips 
from “door-to-door”. These tools will provide booking 
tools and advice all along the trip. What’s the best way 
to get from the airport to your hotel? Where is the best 
gym in your destination city? What well-rated restaurants 
are located within walking distance of your hotel? Use 
of traveller’s historical demand data, combined with 
artificial intelligence and predictive analytics will enable 
travel managers of the future to support their travellers 
to maximise on-trip experience and ensure  
productive travel.
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#4 – Digitisation & Virtual Payments
Even in 2018, two-thirds of travel managers said they expected a significant expansion in the use of mobile wallets within 
five years. 58% of buyers reported that they expect to see increase in “invisible payments” due to the rising demand 
from travellers for such solutions28. 

Ben Park, Senior Director 
Procurement & Travel, Parexel

“This is the right time to push for 
digitalisation in the company, 
especially virtual payments”31 

Given 2 in 3 employees report they use their own 
money to pay for some work expenses, and the fact 
that travel cancellations caused by COVID-19 have 
caused a tsunami of issues with ticket refunds, it is 
no surprise that calls for corporate provided payment 
solutions for all travellers is higher than ever. 

Business travellers have clearly voiced that due to the 
pandemic, they want to see a significant rise in the  
use of contactless payment systems19 across the travel 
industry.

We expect virtual and contactless payments to become pervasive in the mid-term. This gives travel managers 
several opportunities:

• Expand the Scope of the Corporate Payment 
Program – 57% of employees report that they use 
their own money to pay for some work expenses29 
at least once a month and resent being the “bank” 
to their employer. With the rise of simple to issue 
virtual payment solutions we see an increasing focus 
on provisioning corporate payment solutions to more 
employees. This will not only provide these employees 
with immediate personal cash-flow benefits, but 
importantly also allow the company to increase spend 
visibility and control. Virtual, or tokenised cards, deliver 
significant traveller convenience whilst also allowing the 
corporate to obtain rich, meaningful and usable data 
for every transaction. Similarly, such solutions allow 
provisioning of single-use cards to guest travellers such 
as contractors, consultants or candidates for external 
recruitment to ensure improved control and visibility.

• Hyperdrive to Contactless Payment and Mobile 
Wallets – Use of contactless payment, despite the 
technology being well proven – has been variable 
across the world. For example, in 2018 use of 
contactless pay was 96% in South Korea, 64% in the 
UK and just 3% in the US30. The pandemic has driven 
explosive growth in contactless payment solutions 
worldwide, especially markets such as Japan and US. 
A McKinsey & Company report suggests e-commerce 
transactions have increased more than 80 percent 
since the pandemic for some countries31. The industry 
has already seen that once consumers have become 
familiar with the concept it becomes habit.

• Invisible Pay & Expense Management – Increased 
use of virtual payments will lead to automated 
“invisible” payment and expense management. 
Automatically provisioned payment solutions, held in 
the travellers mobile wallet will enable pre-authorised 
spend limits and vendor coding to be assigned from 
the start. This allows for invisible payments during 
the trip – for example no need to provide a card at 
hotel check-out. Where trip expenses fall within limits 
and policy, those transactions flow through on to 
an automatically coded expense report – meaning if 

all travel expenses fall into policy, the expense report 
becomes truly invisible and no work is needed at month-
end. In fact, this could signal the end of the expense 
report as the transaction has to be pre-approved within 
policy in order for the card to be provided.

Christian Klein, Director, Global 
Commercial Travel Partnerships, 
American Express

“Traditional monthly expense 
reports are like cleaning up after 
a big party. There is a much 
smarter way”, 
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#5 – The Travel Program CEO
Savvy travel managers are using COVID-19 as the opportunity to elevate their engagement and influence within their 
organisations by partnering with department like HR, Risk, Legal, IT, Corporate Communications. Travel program leaders 
of the future will continue to build on this level of engagement to ensure that the corporate travel program is seen as a 
strategic enabler for the success of the business across an agenda driven by a balance of People, Planet and Profit (or 
“Triple P”) goals. 

The role of the future travel manager requires a holistic and wide-ranging set of skills and experiences. It’s a blend of 
the tactical and the strategic, a mix of the day-to-day and the visionary - requiring a focus on the outside (the market) 
and the inside (the organisation). It demands in-depth understanding of the travel and payment ecosystem, the needs 
and behaviours of travellers and the requirements of the business and the business benefits from travel. The travel 
manager will increasingly become a strategic advisor to business leaders as the value of business travel to the bottom 
line becomes more visible. Through this opportunity travel managers will provide true(r) value to their companies through 
the programs they lead. 

SUSTAINABILITYSAFETY

DATA ENGAGEMENT

LODGING/
GROUNDAIR/RAIL PAYMENT

DEMAND

DISTRIBUTION/SERVICE PLATFORM

POLICY

TEAM

WELLBEING
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People & Planet
Enablers

Sourcing &
Service Enablers

Foundations

Such leadership is akin to a CEO role. 
The travel manager of the future 
becomes the fulcrum around which an 
effective travel program, that meets the 
needs of both the individual traveller and 
organisation are in complete balance – 
and in a program where travel ROI and 
traveller experience become key KPI’s 
and the value of travel to the organisation 
is clearly understood by the C-suite.

The Managed Travel Model (MTM) - © Festive Road 2020
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Conclusion

The business travel industry is evolving more quickly now than at any point in its history. The convergence of COVID-19 
with rebalancing of the focus of the travel program towards people centric values, and the realignment of the travel 
manager focus is giving rise to a wealth of new opportunities. 

The short-term challenges created by the pandemic should also not divert attention from the big picture. Key underlying 
game-changer trends continue, and in some cases are driven faster by the effects of COVID-19. 

As we look ahead to a more digital world, a revolutionised future of work, a renewed focus on people, profit and planet, 
it is vital to continue renewing travel program strategies. Keeping an eye to the long-term objectives will help ensure the 
short-term outcomes are steps along the right road.

We hope that this guide is useful for travel managers as they seek to move from a short-term position of value - 
demonstrated through care and operational support - to a longer term position where they harness the power of 
technology and gain deeper insights into the value of business travel to achieve organisational objectives. 

We can all be optimistic about the future of business travel. It will create a place where organisations recognise the 
incredible value that travel managers have brought and can continue to bring in a new world, with fresh perspective. 
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About this Guide

This guide was commissioned by American Express in 2020. It was devised and delivered by American Express 
and FESTIVE ROAD. 

It was written by Mike Orchard, Principal and Asia Pacific lead for FESTIVE ROAD in conjunction with Neena Black 
and Jon Webster, American Express.

About FESTIVE ROAD
FESTIVE ROAD is unlike any other travel management consultancy. We are on a mission to create better travel 
and meetings management.

We provide insights, strategy, sourcing, delivery and engagement services to the whole ecosystem. We deliver  
re-designed travel and meeting programs and effective sourcing/outsourcing for the buyer and new perspectives 
for the supplier underpinned by the right engagement with the right audience. 

Festive Road are the creators of the Permissible Travel Framework, accessed by over 8,000 companies to plan 
their return to travel.

Our integrity, network and knowledge are unparalleled globally. From the Americas to Europe and Asia Pacific, we 
are FESTIVE ROAD.

Visit www.festive-road.com for more information, including the Permissible Travel Framework

https://www.festive-road.com/
https://www.festive-road.com/the-permissible-travel-framework/
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