AirPlus International Travel
Management Study 2016, Part 1
Trip Volume and Spend Forecast.
AIRPLUS. WHAT TRAVEL PAYMENT IS ALL ABOUT.
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Introduction.

The UK is flying
Welcome to Part 1 of the annual AirPlus International
Travel Management Study, now in its eleventh year.
Once again, we have asked travel managers in no
fewer than 24 countries how they see business travel
prospects for the 12 months ahead. But this year
there is more. For the first time we have sought the
views of business travellers too.
It turns out the opinions of both groups are
remarkably similar. For example, 36 per cent of
both UK travel managers and travellers expect
more trips in 2016, while 5 per cent of travel
managers and 8 per cent of travellers think there
will be fewer. Likewise, 44 per cent of UK travel
managers forecast higher travel spend in 2016,
as do 40 per cent of travellers.

A year of optimism –
but watch out for costs
Another consistent picture to emerge is that
British travel managers and travellers are well
ahead of their peers in Western Europe and even
globally in expecting more trips (and more spend)
in 2016. Since business travel and GDP growth are
strongly linked, these findings are consistent with
the UK economy outperforming most other
industrialised nations over the past year.
Expansion of business activity is welcome news, of
course, but no company wants to see its travel spend
spiral out of control as a result. Quite rightly, UK
travel managers identify hotels as their biggest area
of cost concern this year. Air fares are largely stable
at present, thanks in part to low oil prices, so we
expect to see travel managers making accommodation
their number one supplier management objective in
2016. Tighter policy control, better use of corporate
payments and a drive for more detailed hotel data
are all likely to be on the agenda.
Managing cost while maintaining quality will
undoubtedly be an issue this year, but there are
plenty of good tools – and talent – available to
tackle this critical challenge for travel managers.
Caroline Haywood
Managing Director UK
AirPlus International
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About the study
This survey was conducted in September-October
2015 by the international market research company
2hm on behalf of AirPlus International. A total of 847
individuals responsible for travel management within
their company and 1158 business travellers were
surveyed in 24 countries: Australia, Austria, Belgium,
Brazil, Canada, China, Denmark, Finland, France,
Germany, India, Italy, Mexico, Netherlands, Norway,
Russia, Singapore, South Africa, Spain, Sweden,
Switzerland, Turkey, United Kingdom and United
States. Fifteen per cent of UK travel management
respondents categorised themselves as working in
a travel department, and another 15 per cent said
they work in controlling/finance, while 36 per cent
said they hold management positions or are
assistants to management.
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Will UK Companies Travel
More In 2016?
Summary
> Far more UK travel managers expect their
company’s trip numbers to rise in 2016
(36 per cent) than those who predict a fall
(only 5 per cent).

> Nearly three times as many UK travel managers
expect travel costs to rise (44 per cent) as those
who think costs will fall (16 per cent).

> Travel managers in the UK are the second most
optimistic of all 24 countries in the study that
the economy is positively affecting travel (only
India is ahead).

> The travel category for which they most fear a
cost rise is accommodation (41 per cent).
> UK business travellers have a very similar view
about trip numbers and costs to travel managers.

How is the number of business trips in your company
likely to develop over the next 12 months?
In % (Differences to a total of 100 % are caused by respondents with no answers)

Global
Stay the same

Increase
2016
2015

31%
37%

2016
2015

53%
48%

Decrease
2016
2015

UK
Increase
2016
2015

36%
50%

Stay the same
2016
2015

57%
37%

Decrease
2016
2015

5%
13%

Western Europe
Increase
2016
2015

28%
35%

Stay the same
2016
2015

60%
48%

Decrease
2016
2015

11%
16%

15%
14%
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After the business travel boom of 2015, the United
Kingdom looks set for a year of strong consolidation.
Last year, 50 per cent of UK travel managers
predicted their company would travel more in the
12 months ahead, far higher than the average for
Western Europe (Austria, Belgium, France, Germany,
Netherlands, Switzerland and the UK) of 35 per cent
or globally of 37 per cent. The UK travel surge will
continue in 2016, but inevitably not at the same
trajectory. This time round, the majority of British
businesses (57 per cent) believe the number of trips
they will take will remain unchanged, up significantly
from 37 per cent last year.
The number of travel managers who believe
business trips will increase has slipped to 36 per
cent – but that still means more than one UK
company in three is looking forward to more travel
in 2016. Perhaps even more impressively, only 5 per
cent of UK travel managers expect trip numbers to
fall, a notable decrease from last year’s figure of 13
per cent. Put another way, only one British company
in 20 anticipates less travel in 2016.

More of everything
There are expectations of more bookings for all
categories of travel spend. The figures which stand
out are those for hotel and meetings & coventions
(the latter up siginficantly from 27 per cent last
year). Whether for ad hoc trips or conferences,
accommodation looks like being the boom area in the
greatest number of UK company travel programmes
in 2016. Many companies have well-oiled agreements
and management procedures in place for their regular
hotel spend, but fewer manage meetings in a truly
strategic way. 2016 could be the year when it really
becomes worth taking action on issues such as
standardised meetings contracts, regularised
payment procedures and perhaps integrating
transient and meeting spend when negotiating with
hotel companies.
How will the number of bookings in your company
change within the next 12 months?*
* Percentage of travel managers who think bookings will rise
Air
34

Brits lead the way
As was the case last year, the business travel
outlook is more robust for the UK than most of the
other 24 countries included in the AirPlus
International Travel Management Study. Once again,
expectations of trip growth exceed the Western
European and global averages. Conversely, fewer UK
companies expect a downturn in trips than either the
Western European or global averages. By way of
comparison, only 20 per cent of German companies
and 26 per cent of US companies forecast more trips
in 2016, while Italy (3 per cent) is the only country
where fewer travel managers than in the UK predict
a fall in trip numbers.

32
Hotel
38
27
Car Rental
21
15
Rail
26
16
Meetings & Conventions
38
31
UK

Western Europe
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Economic optimism drives growth
“It’s the economy, stupid” was famously the slogan
of Bill Clinton’s 1992 presidential campaign, and it is
the economy, naturally, which explains UK travel
managers’ optimism about trip numbers. For the
second year running we asked travel managers directly
how they view the link between the outside world and
travel within their own organsiations (see right).
The response shows UK travel managers are
dramatically more upbeat than their peers either
regionally or worldwide. In fact, only India (47 per
cent), arguably the world’s star economic performer
in 2015, has more travel managers than the UK who
perceive a positive effect. No other country in the
study has as few travel managers as the UK
observing a negative effect (11 per cent).

The optimism is in line with professional economists,
who have viewed the UK as one of the strongest
economies worldwide for the past couple of years.
According to the International Monetary Fund’s World
Economic Outlook, gross domestic product growth
hit an estimated 2.5 per cent in 2015, well ahead of,
for example, Germany on 1.5 per cent. UK growth will
slow slightly to 2.2 per cent in 2016, but that will still
compare favourably with Germany (1.6 per cent). The
IMF praised the UK for its performance, especially in
job creation and deficit reduction. The country has
been a net gainer from the current slump in global
commodity prices, and is a major trading partner
with the US, which is also thriving strongly.

What effect is the current economic situation having on your business trips?*
* Percentage of travel managers who think bookings will rise
UK

Western Europe

46%

Positive effect

43%

Virtually no effect

11%

Negative effect

Global

18%

Positive effect

55%

Virtually no effect

25%

Negative effect

20%

Positive effect

50%

Virtually no effect

29%

Negative effect
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Some concerns remain
Even taking all these factors into account, the
exceptionally high level of optimism in the UK is
remarkable. Nineteen of the 24 markets covered in
the study have more travel managers who perceive a
negative effect on business travel than a positive one.
Some, such as Brazil, are net losers in the commodity
price slump, but other concerns reflected in the
results may include the slowing of growth in China
plus accelerating political and security concerns in
several parts of the globe.

Significantly more UK travel managers forecast
business trips to drop generally. Unusually, this
particular figure is almost the same as the averages
for both Western Europe and globally. And the
number of UK travel managers predicting fewer trips
generally has increased since last year, even though
the number of UK travel managers forecasting fewer
trips for their own business has gone down. Behind
the optimism about the UK’s own performance could
be a certain amount of unease about gathering
clouds elsewhere.

Such concerns may have been at the back of some
travel managers’ minds when asked what they think
will happen to business trips in general as opposed to
solely within their own company.

How will business trips in general develop over the next 12 months?
In % (Differences to a total of 100 % are caused by respondents with no answers)

Global
Stay the same

Increase
2016
2015

31%
35%

2016
2015

46%
41%

Decrease
2016
2015

UK
Increase
2016
2015

37%
33%

Stay the same
2016
2015

41%
54%

Decrease
2016
2015

17%
10%

Western Europe
Increase
2016
2015

27%
32%

Stay the same
2016
2015

51%
41%

Decrease
2016
2015

18%
21%

19%
17%
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Will Companies Spend More
On Travel In 2016?

How will business travel spend in your company
develop over the next 12 months?
In % (Differences to a total of 100 % are caused by respondents with no answers)

59

44

40

44

41

44

31
39

38

39

Increase
Stay the same
Decrease

38

38

10

16

17

UK
2016

UK
2015

Western
Europe
2016

Western
Europe
2015

Travel will be a higher cost for many UK businesses
in 2016. No fewer than 44 per cent believe their
spend will increase in the 12 months ahead,
slightly more than the Western European (40 per
cent) and global (41 per cent) averages.
Yet, high as that figure is, it is much lower than last
year, when 59 per cent predicted higher travel
costs. Instead, the proportion anticipating no
change in costs has gone up from 31 per cent to
39 per cent. There has also been a rise in travel
managers forecasting lower costs for 2016, up
from 10 per cent to 16 per cent.

17

18

20

Global
2016

Global
2015

Why are fewer travel managers forecasting higher
costs this year? Part of the answer may simply be
that after such a strong surge in trip numbers last
year, figures are set to plateau in 2016, leading
also to a flattening in spend. However, the increase
in travel managers expecting lower costs suggests
some companies also feel they are getting a better
grip on their travel costs through improved
management of suppliers and their own travellers.
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Hotel spend is the biggest worry
When asked about specific sub-categories of travel
spend, UK travel managers understandably show the
greatest anxiety about hotel costs. Their views are in
line with all 2016 pricing forecasts from major travel
management companies. Whereas air fares have
been held back by low oil prices and intense
competition, hotel rates are expected to rise above
inflation in the year ahead. Although demand for
accommodation continues to expand, there has been

little new supply in most key business cities,
leading to some severe price shocks and aggressive
negotiating tactics by hotel chains.
The figures above show, however, that
accommodation is not the only area of concern
for UK travel managers. They are also significantly
more concerned than Western European
counterparts about higher spend for car rental,
rail and meetings and conventions.

How will your spend in the following areas develop
over the next 12 months?

Hotel

In % of travel managers who think spend will rise
Air

41%

39
40

UK

41

Hotel

34
Car Rental

Western

30

Europe

18
Rail

31
23

Meetings &

33

Conventions

23

UK

Western Europe

34%

2016
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The View Of The Business Traveller
In Line With Travel Managers
How is the number of business trips in your company likely to develop over the next 12 months?
In % (Differences to a total of 100 % are caused by respondents with no answers)
UK

Western Europe

36%

Increase

28%

Increase

58%

Stay the same

8%

32%

Increase

55%

Decrease

Global

54%

Stay the same

Stay the same

12%

12%

Decrease

Decrease

Business travellers take an almost identical view to their travel managers about
the year ahead. Once again, a higher number of UK travellers (36 per cent) expect
more travel than either the Western European (28 per cent) or even global (32 per
cent) averages.
Similarly, UK travellers are more expectant than most of their international peers
that costs will rise over the next 12 months:
How will business travel spend in your company develop over the next 12 months?
In % (Differences to a total of 100 % are caused by respondents with no answers)
UK

Western Europe

40%

Increase

32%

Increase

49%

Stay the same

Decrease

36%

Increase

47%
10%

Global

48%

Stay the same

Stay the same

15%

14%

Decrease

Decrease

UK travellers are forecasting more travel spend in spite of being significantly less
bullish than travel managers about the effect of the economy on business travel:
What effect is the current economic situation having on your business trips?
In % (Differences to a total of 100 % are caused by respondents with no answers)
UK

Western Europe

26%

Increase

59%

Stay the same

13%

Decrease

Global

29%

Increase

36%

Increase

49%

44%

Stay the same

19%

Decrease

Stay the same

19%

Decrease

UK travellers are also less positive than their peers in Western Europe or globally about
how the economy is affecting travel. However, they are not especially gloomy either.
Only 13 per cent identify a negative effect, below both the Western European and
global averages. Instead, the majority (59 per cent) identify virtually no effect. Only
Germany has more business travellers (60 per cent) sitting on the fence on this issue.
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Coming next.
Look out for more key findings from
the 2016 AirPlus International Travel
Management Study later in the year,
including:
> Future hotspots for business travel
> Who is adopting virtual and mobile
payments?
> Are travellers following policy rules?
> What business travellers get up to in
their time off
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