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Online booking revenue grew by 73% between 2008 and 2013

Consider using OTAs during 
the low season and quieter 
periods

TOP 
TIP

The importance of online booking 

For tourism businesses the importance of offering an online booking 
option has greatly increased over the last few years. In the five years 
between 2008 and 2013, internet travel booking revenue grew by 73%. 

Without an online booking facility, a business may lose market 
share in an ever increasingly competitive online marketplace. 
VisitEngland research in 2013 revealed 72% of those surveyed booked 
accommodation online.

Online booking can be provided directly through your own website, 
a destination organisation (DO) website, or through the Online Travel 
Agents (OTAs) and meta search sites.
 
There are various options available:

• Take direct bookings through the business’ own website.
• Use an Internet Booking Engine (IBE) (e.g. Little Hotelier, 

freetobook, eviivo). 
• Use Online Travel Agents (OTAs)  (e.g. LateRooms, Expedia,
 Booking.com).
• Use meta search sites - these are comparison websites that  
 display results from a collection of other websites, giving the
  user the opportunity to compare pricing (e.g. Trivago,   
 TripAdvisor). 

Offering an online booking facility only addresses one aspect of 
online booking. New potential customers are more likely to search for 
accommodation through an OTA or meta search site initially and then 
investigate an individual property. 

If someone researches hotels in 
London through Booking.com or 
TripAdvisor they have a choice of 
1000s of hotels. If they go to an 
individual property’s website, they 
only have a choice of one. 

Many businesses find it easy to sell 
their rooms in the high season 
or at weekends but struggle 
with occupancy rates during 
quieter periods. Consideration 
could be given to releasing 
rooms for the quieter periods 
and only allowing direct 
bookings for the busy periods.



Taking Bookings Online Overview      

Online Marketing Toolkit                                                 2 

The psychology of travel bookings 

Understanding the mind-set of a potential customer is important in 
order to turn potential guests into direct bookers.
 
In the modern world people are time poor and their attention span has 
become very short, meaning businesses need to catch their attention 
very quickly. 

In terms of a website, the following should be considered: 

•	 The home page of the site needs to be clear and have high quality        
images. 

•	 The booking engine should be easy to use and rates clearly 
displayed. 

•	 The website should be mobile device and tablet friendly. 
•	 Ideally a visitor to a website should be able to go from landing on 

the site to making a booking in three steps. 

Google research suggests that a high percentage of travellers are 
researching their purchasing decisions on mobiles and tablets but 
actually making the purchase on a different device, such as a laptop. 
This highlights the need to ensure that a website has the same 
functionality when viewed through a mobile device or tablet as when 
viewed on a desktop or laptop computer. 

Once a potential customer is on your website, the single most 
important factor in encouraging them to make a booking is trust. 
Potential customers are likely to research many individual websites, as 
well as OTAs such as Booking.com, when planning their trip. People are 
looking for trust indicators on a website, such as the prominent display 
of a physical address, phone and email details and possibly quality 
scheme accreditation logos. When these can’t be easily seen, many 
people will either leave the site or look for other signals of trust. 

Central to that trust is ‘social proof’. Simply put – if many people are 
doing something, a single individual is more likely to follow suit. As a 
result, people are always looking for signals on a web page that what 
they are dealing with is acceptable to many others – this is ‘social 
proof’ that it is ok to buy. That ‘social proof’ may take the form of ‘likes’ 
on a Facebook page or reviews and testimonials. 

Past customer reviews form an important part of the research 
conducted by would-be travellers. See the module ‘Managing your 
Online Reputation’.

Ensure that a website has 
the same functionality 
when viewed through a 
mobile device or tablet as 
when viewed on a desktop 
or laptop computer

TOP 
TIP
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Direct bookings can help you avoid excessive OTA fees

Direct Bookings 

From a revenue perspective, direct bookings through a business’ own 
website are the most efficient method of engaging with potential 
customers. With no OTA commission payable, fees can be kept down 
and the business can maintain complete control over their rooms. 

At the most simplistic level, this may take the form of a calendar 
booking system attached to a business’ website, which is updated by 
the business owner upon receipt of a booking. 

There are a host of online booking systems available which will 
integrate with simple websites, or a software developer can be 
engaged to develop a bespoke system for the business. 

Although direct bookings may seem to be a simple solution, a number 
of factors need to be considered.  These are discussed below.

Internet Booking Engines 

For many accommodation operators, the use of an Internet Booking 
Engine (IBE) is now a requirement rather than a luxury. 

An issue that many small accommodation providers have is double 
bookings. This issue is most evident when they have listed their 
availability on multiple sites without having the technological backup 
to successfully manage that availability. This is the specific issue that 
IBEs were designed to address. 

There are hundreds of IBEs on the market, of varying sizes and 
complexity. The business model of these companies also varies and 
both care and consideration needs to be given to choosing the best 
offering for a specific property.

The basic functionality of any booking engine should include the 
following: 

• Add or remove room inventory. 
• Add a selection of pictures and videos.
• Set up an email address for enquiries.
• Print reports of bookings. 
• Capture email addresses for a database. 
• Allow your booking screens to be customised to match your   
   own branding. 

IBEs can eliminate the issue of double bookings

Ask other operators about 
their experience using IBEs

TOP 
TIP
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Commission will still be payable to the OTA if that is how a booking is made.

Module 2 discusses Online Travel Agents

The following issues should also be considered when making a 
booking engine purchase decision: 

• What are the costs e.g. set up, commission? What fee is payable for a       
   direct booking and a booking via an OTA site? 
• If you are considering using TripConnect, your IBE must be a certified    
   partner (see Module 3). 
• Does the IBE work with all of the large OTAs e.g. Booking.com,      
   Expedia and LateRooms? 
• Does the IBE intend to be compatible with Google’s Hotel Finder? 
• Does the booking engine provider insist on a long-term contract? 

Some IBEs will offer a free booking engine and then charge a small 
fee for each booking made through the IBE on the accommodation 
provider’s website. This commission can increase for further bookings 
made through various OTA channels, on top of the commission charged 
by the OTA. Depending on the size of an accommodation business and 
their occupancy rates this can become an expensive proposition, as 
businesses will be charged commission twice on each booking.
 
In addition, some IBEs act as a merchant by processing credit card 
payments on an accommodation provider’s behalf. Some of the IBEs 
will hold money back from the accommodation provider until after the 
customer’s stay is completed. Clearly this has a negative impact on the 
cash flow of the accommodation provider. 

Other IBEs will simply charge a flat monthly fee, which has the 
advantage of transparency from the viewpoint of the accommodation 
provider but at first glance can seem like an expensive option. 

Popular IBEs include:
eviivo
freetobook
Guest Link (New Vision Group)
Little Hotelier
SiteMinder
Q Book (Queensborough Group)

Destination Organisations

There are a range of Destination Organisations 
(DOs) across England of various sizes. Many 
provide bookability for local businesses, with 
commission payable on any bookings taken. 
Some Destination Organisations work on a 
membership model, where you have to become 
a member to access their services. The DO’s 
websites can feature highly on search engine 
rankings and offer another route to market. In 
most instances they can display live rates and availability for individual 
properties.

Ask other operators about 
their experience using local 
Destination Organisations

TOP 
TIP




