
Executives are packing their suitcases and fl ying 
around the world to do business for their companies 
in increasing numbers. That’s the verdict of more 
than 3,000 travel managers and travelers from 24 
countries in the 13th annual AirPlus International 
Travel Management Study. The percentage of travel 
managers expecting more trips by their company is 
up for the second year running. Conversely, only 8% 
expect less travel – fewer than at any time since 2009. 
However, there are signs of less confi dence about 
travel in the USA and Brexit-bound UK. For every-
one else though, beware: more trips mean many 
companies fear their travel costs are set to rise.

Expect more trips – and higher spend.

International Travel 
Management Study 2018
Part 1 – Business Travel Outlook

About this study
For this study, the international market research agency 2HM interviewed 870 travel managers and 2,180 
business travelers in 24 countries. Interviews were carried out by phone and online.
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The world may seem an increasingly volatile place, but so 
far business travel is fl ying through the political turbulence 
unharmed. The proportion of travel managers expecting 
their company to book more trips has increased for the 
second year running. Likewise, those expecting less travel 
have declined for a second consecutive year. The last time 
this fi gure was so low was back in 2009.

With businesses expecting to travel more, it’s no surprise 
that travel managers expect their travel costs to rise too. 
They are worried most about fl ight spend increasing, 
although a small minority is confi dent of cutting air travel 
costs. The other major concern is hotel spend, which 36% 
of travel managers think will rise. Fewer travel managers 
worry about rising costs for car rental, meetings & 
conventions and rail, although in some countries these 
categories are either little used or managed.

Travel Manager – The world keeps moving.

Expect to spend more. 

The Future looks bright 
for Business Travel.

Numbers of business trips worldwide will ...

2016

19%

31%

2017

10%

33%

2018

8%

35%

Business travel 
spend in the 
company will* ...

41%

43%

13%

increase

 increase

stay the same

 decrease

decrease

36%

51%

10%

24%

58%

11%

19%

54%

11%

23%

58%

10%

* Where percentages do not total 100%, this is the result of repsondents not answering this question.
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Leaving – off  a jet plane? 
The number of UK travel 
managers who believe the 
economy is positively aff ecting 
business trips has plunged from 

50% last year to 30% this time. Those 
identifying a negative eff ect have 
climbed from 11% to 17%. Are travel 
managers worried about Brexit – or 
at least the uncertainty it is causing? 
Another fi nding points to a similar 
conclusion: only 25% expect more 
trips in the year ahead, exactly half 
the number who expected more trips 
this time last year. Those expecting 
fewer trips have risen from 5% to 
12%. 

UK business travelers are worried 
too. Only 21% think the economy 
is aff ecting trip numbers 
positively – the lowest fi gure for 
any country in the world.

 BREXIT – how is it aff ecting UK confi dence?

The fi gures for business travelers are remarkably similar to 
those for travel managers. However, the global number 
masks major variations, with fast-emerging 
economies taking the lead in travel 
growth. India has the highest number of 
travelers expecting more trips, followed 
by Brazil and China. European fi gures 
are much lower, especially in Belgium, 
which has the largest number of 
travelers predicting trip volumes will 
fall. Belgium is the only country 
worldwide where a greater number of 
travelers expect trips to decrease 
rather than increase.

Business Traveler – Suitcases packed 
and ready to go.

Numbers of business trips in the company will ...

Positive IncreaseNegative Decrease

 increase

 decrease

Global India ChinaBrazil Belgium

36%

10%

70%

1%

55%

12%

54%

5%

17%

25%

 2017    2018  2017    2018

50% 50%17%
12%

30% 25%
11% 5%

Expected eff ects on business trips Expected numbers of business trips
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Almost twice as many travel managers 
overall expect to book more meetings and 
conventions over the next 12 months as 
those who predict fewer meetings. However, 
the number expecting meetings growth has 
dropped from 26% last year. Expectations of 
meetings growth range from 26% for high 
spenders to 23% for medium spenders and 
only 18% for low spenders. 

Bigger spenders anticipate more meetings.

Big spenders concerned about rising 
costs may wish to reconsider their 
limited use of low-cost carriers. These 
charts show that budget airlines 
account for a much smaller share of 
the tickets they buy than is the case for 
medium and low spenders. However, 
additional factors may explain this 
trend. For example, higher spenders 
may buy a larger proportion of fl ights 
on long-haul routes, very few of which 
are served by low-cost carriers.  

Bigger spenders shun low-cost carriers.

In spite of their superior purchasing power, companies 
with high travel spend are the biggest believers that their 
travel costs will rise over the next 12 months. That 
compares with 42% of medium spenders and 38% of low 
spenders. 

The main reason is that companies with high spend (40%) 
also have greater expectations of booking more trips than 
medium (37%) or low (30%) spenders.

Bigger spenders worry more 
about rising costs.

Size matters! How attitudes and behavior 
vary according to travel spend.

38%

42%

46%

48%

44%

40%

12%

12%

14%

 increase

 decrease

 stay the same

Business travel expeditures in the company by spend*

Number of meetings and conventions

Percentage of low-cost carrier tickets* 

26%14%

23%10%

18%12%

21%11%

 decrease    increase

Share:  < 10%    10–50%    > 50% 

37%17%

* Where percentages do not total 100%, this is the result of repsondents not answering this question.

*  Where 
percentages 
do not total 
100%, this is 
the result of 
repsondents 
not answering 
this question.

low

medium

high

low medium high

overall

32% 45%

46%

14%
6%

43% 49%
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Businesses are expecting to travel more, but that may be 
in spite of rather than because of the current economic 
situation. Exactly half of all travel managers worldwide 
think the economy is making no diff erence to how much 
their company travels. However, while 27% think the economy 
is helping, 20% believe it is having a negative eff ect (the 
remaining 3% don’t know). Analyzed market by market, 11 
countries have more travel managers identifying a positive 
rather than a negative eff ect, but in eight other countries 
the reverse is true. Only 3% of Russian travel managers, for 
example, believe the economy is stimulating travel.

Travel managers are sharply divided.

Business travelers see this issue 
diff erently. Slightly more of them 
believe the economy is aff ecting 
business trips positively than those 
who see no eff ect. Only 15% identify 
a negative eff ect, down from 22%. 
India has the most travelers world-
wide saying the economy is aff ecting 
travel positively. South Africa has 
the most travelers seeing a negative 
eff ect.

Travelers are more optimistic.

Global Economy – 
helping or hindering Business Travel?

 increase    stay the same    decrease

 increase    stay the same    decrease

Opposite 
view

*  Where percentages do not 
total 100%, this is the result of 
repsondents not answering 
this question.

 

27%

42%
2017: 30%

2017: 29% 2017: 23%

2017: 45% 2017: 22%

41%

20%

15%

2017: 45%

50%

69%
India

41%
South Africa

Is the economy aff ecting business trips positively?*

Is the economy aff ecting business trips positively?*
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Which countries are going to travel more? 

Global Business Travel  
Snapshot.

India leads the way
Like their travelers, Indian travel managers (77%)  
have greater expectations than any other country of  
increased business trips over the next 12 months.  
This finding aligns with figures from the Global Business 
Travel Association, which reports that India has the  
world’s fastest growing business travel spend.

A change of mood in the USA
The USA has experienced a major shift over the past  
12 months. Last year, 71% of American travel managers 
were forecasting more trips for their company – more  
than in any other country. This year, that figure has 
slumped to 43%. Although that is still above the global 
average, it contrasts starkly with neighbor  Canada,  
where the number of travel managers expecting more  
trips has climbed steeply from 25% in 2017 to 45% in  
2018.

Split opinions
More travel managers predict increased trips than those 
predicting fewer trips in every country featured in the 2018 
AirPlus International Travel Management Study. 

More than four times as many travel managers globally 
expect their company to travel more in the year ahead (35%) 
as those who expect less travel (8%). However, as was the 
case last year, the majority (54%) anticipate no change to 
their travel levels.

43%  

USA

45%  

Canada

20%  

Mexico

25%  

Brazil

Proportion went down compared with 2017

Proportion went up compared with 2017

Proportion unchanged compared with 2017

Proportion of business travel 
managers expecting more travel 
in their company by country
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25%  

Switzerland

43 %  

Netherlands

18%  

France

23%  

Belgium

27%  

Germany

27%  
Austria

50%  

South Africa

25%  

UK

38%  

Scandinavia

25%  

Spain

7%  

Russia

55%  

China

30%  
Italy

25%  

Turkey

77%  

India

23%  

Singapore

50%  

Australia
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Switzerland aligns closer with Western 
Europe on trip expectations.

Swiss travel managers.

 Switzerland – At a glance.

Swiss travel managers’ views have 
also become more polarized about 
whether the current economic 
situation is aff ecting trip numbers 
positively or negatively. Those 
identifying a negative eff ect have 
grown from 20% last year to 27%, but 
those identifying a positive eff ect 
have also grown – doubling from 5% 
to 10%. Overall, however, Swiss travel 
managers are far less optimistic 
about how the economy is infl uenc-
ing travel than their counterparts 
worldwide or even in the rest of 
Western Europe.

Worries persist about the Swiss economy.

Swiss travel managers have become increasingly polarized 
in their views on trip volumes. More travel managers – up 
from 8% last year to 13% this time – believe their company 
will reduce trip numbers. However, travel managers who 
predict their business will book more trips are up even 
more sharply – from 15% to 25%. Another notable trend is 
that Switzerland is now almost exactly in line with its 
neighbors. Last year, the number of Swiss travel managers 
expecting a travel increase was way below the Western 
European average.

 Are increasingly divided about whether their company 
is going to travel more or less.
  Are becoming more worried about the economy 
negatively aff ecting business travel.
  Increasingly believe they can reduce travel costs for 
their company.

8% 10%13% 10%

15%
26%25% 27%

76% 61%60% 60%
 increase

 decrease

  stay the 
same

  Business trip trends* 

Economic situation aff ecting business trips

*  Where 
percentages 
do not total 
100%, this is 
the result of 
repsondents 
not answering 
this question.Switzerland

2017 2018 2018

Western Europe

2017

 positive eff ect     no eff ect    negative eff ect    no answer

 10%
  62%
 27%
 1%

 23%
  55%
 19%
 3%

Switzerland Western Europe
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Swiss business travelers.

There has been a sharp drop in Swiss travelers who expect 
their business trips to increase over the next 12 months. 
This contrasts with the averages for Western Europe and 
worldwide, which have increased over the same period. 
There has also been a crossover between Swiss travelers 
and travel managers. Last year, travelers were more 
confi dent of an increase in trip numbers than their travel 
manager counterparts. This year, it is the opposite.

Swiss travelers fall behind other countries in 
their trip expectations.

Fewer Swiss business travelers 
expect to take more trips, yet, 
strangely, their business confi dence 
is higher than this time last year. The 
proportion of travelers who believe 
the economy is aff ecting their 
business trips positively is up from 
22% to 30%. At the same time, those 
seeing a negative eff ect have fallen 
from 22% to 14%. These changes 
have brought the fi gures for Switzer-
land in line with the rest of Western 
Europe. Swiss business travelers are 
much more optimistic about the 
economy than their travel manager 
colleagues.

Travelers take a diff erent view about the economy.

 Don’t expect to increase the 
number of trips they take ...
  ... but, paradoxically, are becoming 
more optimistic about how the 
economy is aff ecting travel.

13% 14%11% 12%

29%
23%18%

25%

53% 61%
70% 61%

 increase

 decrease

  stay the 
same

Business trip trends* 

Economic situation aff ecting business trips

*  Where 
percentages 
do not total 
100%, this is 
the result of 
repsondents 
not answering 
this question.Switzerland

2017 2018

Western Europe

2017

 positive eff ect     no eff ect    negative eff ect    no answer

 30%
 54%
 14%
 2%

 35%
  48%
 14%
 3%

Switzerland Western Europe

2018
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Although 30% of travel managers 
expect their travel costs to increase 
over the next 12 months, that fi gure 
is lower than the Western European 
or global averages. There has been a 
signifi cant increase in Swiss travel 
managers who expect their travel 
costs to fall – at 22%, this fi gure is 
well above average.

Growing confi dence in the 
ability to lower costs.

Opinions are polarizing
This year’s snapshot of travel manager and business 
traveler sentiment reveals increasingly divergent 
opinions about the extent to which Swiss businesses 
are traveling – and whether the state of the economy 
is making things better or worse. An increasing 
number of Swiss travel managers think there will be 
more travel and the economy is having a more 
positive eff ect. But there is also an increasing number 
who believe the exact opposite.

Meanwhile, Swiss business travelers expect to travel 
less even though they think the economy is having a 
more positive eff ect. 

Travel uncertainty refl ects economic uncertainty 
– and a strong franc
These evidently contradictory patterns are a result of 
the Swiss economy also going through a period of 
confusion and uncertainty. Once again the root cause 
looks to be the continuing strength of the Swiss 
franc, which has made life much harder for exporters. 
Over the past year, the franc has retreated from some 
of its exchange rate highs of recent times, yet even 
with this partial relief, buying Swiss products remains 
very expensive for purchasers in other countries.

Good times for some, bad times for others
The strong franc meant exports of goods and services 
overall fell slightly in 2017, while imports went up 
(suggesting more travel for Swiss importers). How-

ever, just to make the picture more confusing, some 
sectors have seen exports rise, most notably military 
equipment and two traditional luxury industries: 
watches and chocolate.

With such an inconsistent picture, it is perhaps no 
surprise that Swiss travel managers and travelers are 
not aligned in their outlook for business travel. Their 
perspective will vary according to their line of 
business, the destinations they visit and perhaps even 
whether they are inherently optimistic or conservative 
people. 

And Swiss companies are left with a dilemma: do they 
reduce business travel if the strong franc makes their 
goods and services too expensive to sell? Or is the 
opposite correct: now is exactly the time to visit 
customers face to face to convince them it is worth 
paying more for Swiss quality? How Swiss businesses 
answer that question will also determine their travel 
strategy.

The progress of the franc will remain key
Another complication is that no one is quite sure what 
will happen next to the franc. Analysts are hopeful of 
further depreciation in order to boost exports, but 
whenever global equities markets fall, as they did in 
February 2018, investors retreat to the Swiss franc as 
a safe haven, pushing up its value. There could be 
many more twists and turns for business travel 
sentiment in the year ahead.    

Analysis.

15% 16%22% 15%

29%
37%

30%
36%

55% 45%
47%

47%

 increase

 decrease

  stay the 
same

Travel spend trends* 

Switzerland

2017 2018 2018

Western Europe

2017

* Where percentages do not total 100%, this is the result of repsondents not answering this question.
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Travel managers increasingly expect 
their companies to book more trips. 
Those anticipating more travel are up 
for a second year running, to 35%. 

There are fewer travel managers who 
think their company will travel 
less, now down to 8% - the lowest 
fi gure in the International Travel 
Management Study since 2009.

Outlook 2018.

AirPlus International AG
zuerich@airplus.com – www.airplus.com

Travel managers are worried about 
rising costs, with 41% expecting air 
travel spend and 36% expecting hotel 
spend to go up.

Out of all 24 countries in the study, 
India has the most travel managers 
(77%) and business travelers (70%) 
forecasting increased travel.

  Travel manager opinion is split on 
whether the economy is aff ecting 
business trips positively (27%), 
negatively (20%) or not at all (50%).

Higher spenders are more 
worried than medium and low 
spenders about rising trip costs. 
Higher spenders also make less use 
of low-cost carriers.

Brexit fallout? There has been a sharp drop in UK travel 
managers expecting more business trips, and an equally 
sharp drop in UK travel managers who believe the econo-
my is aff ecting trip numbers positively. And UK business 

travelers view the economy less positively 
than travelers from any other country.
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