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Welcome to Part 1 of the annual AirPlus International 
Travel Management Study, our annual barometer of 
corporate travel manager sentiment in 24 countries. 
This is the tenth anniversary of the study, making it 
comfortably the world’s most comprehensive survey 
of travel manager thinking in terms of both global 
reach and durability.

Let my people go

Over the past decade the study has tracked big 
shifts in business travel, prompted by changing 
economic fortunes and innovations in technology. 
This year, some very clear trends emerge from our 
findings. Above all, UK companies look set for a travel 
boom. Exactly half of all UK travel managers say their 
company will take more trips over the next 12 months 
– way higher than the Western European and global 
averages of 35 per cent and 37 per cent respectively. 
Only 13 per cent believe they will travel less.

Since companies will travel more, that means they 
will spend more too. In fact, no fewer than 59 per 
cent of UK travel managers expect their travel bills 
to rise over the next 12 months. Not only is that 
figure again much higher than the Western European 
and global averages (44 per cent and 48 per cent 
respectively), it is also well up on the UK’s own 
scores of 54 per cent last year and 38 per cent the 
year before.

Overview
No room for complacency

One major reason the UK’s figures are higher is 
that the economy has performed relatively well 
over the last year – especially when compared 
with eurozone neighbours. But that doesn’t leave 
any room for complacency. As we will show, a 
more detailed analysis reveals continuing underlying 
anxiety among UK respondents about whether 
recovery can be sustained.

What is clear, though, is that if British companies are 
going to spend more on travel, especially when they 
don’t yet feel out of the woods economically, then 
every penny needs to be spent wisely. Parts 2 and 3 
of the study, scheduled for publication later this year, 
will examine techniques travel managers can deploy 
to control costs, such as policy management.

We also believe the boom in travel will lead to more 
attention from senior management. Once again, cost 
is weighing heavily on the minds of top executives, 
but so too is duty of care. Recent events have 
reminded us that traveller risk – a topic we explore 
here – is another reason professional travel 
management has become an essential, not a nice-to-
have, for UK plc. Plenty to chew over as we journey 
through 2015: the year of business travel.

Carrie Haywood
Managing Director UK
AirPlus International
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About the study

This survey was conducted in September-October 
2014 by the international market research company 
2hm on behalf of AirPlus International. A total of 
941 individuals (30-73 per market) responsible for 
travel management within their company, including 
70 in the UK, 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. Companies 
were categorised as low, medium or high spenders 
on travel according to different definitions in 
each country. All UK companies have a minimum 
annual turnover of €50 million. Twenty per cent of 
respondents categorised themselves as working in 
a travel department, while another 61 per cent said 
they hold management positions or are assistants 
to management. 
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The British are coming 

Will UK companies travel more in 2015? 

3

How is the number of business trips in your own company likely to develop over the next 12 months?
In %*

* Differences to a total of 100 % 
   are caused by respondents   
   with no answers

Increase

Western 
Europe

35%

Global
37%

UK
50%

Stay the same

Western 
Europe

48%

Global
48%

UK
37%

Decrease

Western 
Europe

16%

Global
14%

UK
13%

Half of all UK companies expect their personnel to 
travel more in 2015 than 2014. That figure is far 
higher than either the Western European (35 per 
cent) or global (37 per cent) averages. In fact, it is the 
third-highest figure of all 24 countries surveyed in the 
2015 AirPlus International Travel Management Study. 
Only the boom markets of India (77 per cent) and 
Turkey (53 per cent) have more companies predicting 
increased trips.

With another 37 per cent of UK travel managers 
anticipating no change to the number of trips they 
take, that leaves only 13 per cent predicting less 
travel. The findings suggest travel management will 
be an increasingly urgent issue for UK companies 
because of the inevitably heavier burden on costs 
(see below) and duty of care. UK travel managers 
will have their work cut out in the year ahead.

Increased activity across the board
UK companies’ exceptionally high expectations of 
more travel extend to all categories of spend, but 
especially air and hotel (see below).

The only category in which the UK does not have 
significantly higher growth expectations than the 
rest of Western Europe appears to be meetings 
and conventions.

33%49%
Western 
Europe

UK

Air Travel

Hotel

36%51%
Western 
Europe

UK

19%27%
Western 
Europe

UK

Car Rental

20%29%
Western 
Europe

UK

Rail 23%27%
Western 
Europe

UK

Meetings & 
Conventions

How will the number of bookings in your company 
change within the next 12 months?* 
* Percentage of travel managers who think bookings will rise 
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A stronger economy drives more travel
Why are forecasts for travel growth so much 
higher in the UK? The simple answer is the 
economy conditions. There are usually very strong 
correlations between GDP and trip growth, and 
the UK had a relatively successful year in 2014, 
especially in comparison with its European 
continental neighbours. In the October 2014 edition 
of its World Economic Outlook, the International 
Monetary Fund said the UK, along with the US, 
was leaving the long-standing global economic crisis 
behind. The IMF projected GDP growth for the UK 
to hit 3.2 per cent in 2014, a higher figure than for 
any other advanced economy, and way ahead of the 
still-troubled euro zone (0.8 per cent).

The outlook is a little different for 2015, with the 
IMF projecting UK GDP growth to tail off to 2.7 per 
cent. The less rosy prospects may go some way 
to explaining less positive answers from the same 
UK travel managers to other questions in the study 
(see below).

Attitudes polarise 
UK travel managers are much less gung-ho about 
the marketplace in general than they are about travel 
prospects for their own company. A much smaller 
number, 37 per cent, expect more business trips 
overall (ie for all companies). While that is a much 
lower number than the 50 per cent expecting more 
trips within their own business, it is nevertheless an 
increase on last year’s figure of 33 per cent, and 
once again the result is ahead of the global and 
Western European averages.

However, it is also worth noting that the number of 
UK travel managers expecting fewer trips generally 
is up slightly too – from 13 per cent to 17 per cent. 
This polarisation of opinion about likely trip growth 
is a consistent finding across the study globally.
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How will business trips in general develop over the next 12 months? 
*  Differences to a total of 100 % are caused by respondents with no answers
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Cost is weighing heavily on 
the minds of top executives, 
but so too is duty of care.
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Concerns remain

A new question in this year’s study probes travel 
managers deeper about the link between the 
economy and travel: 

Only 11 per cent of UK travel managers believe the 
economy is having a positive effect, compared with 
15 per cent for Western Europe as a whole and 18 per 
cent globally. And while the majority (60 per cent) say 
it is having virtually no effect, 27 per cent identify a 
negative effect.

Mixed signals
Taking all these answers together, UK travel managers 
appear to be sending out mixed messages. On the 
one hand they are very confident travel in their own 
company will increase, as one might expect after a 
year of strong economic recovery. On the other hand, 
they are much less sure about the market in general, 
and more think the economy is hindering travel than 
helping.

Several underlying factors might explain this 
seemingly inconsistent thinking. The first is that 
although the UK economy performed relatively well 
in 2014, recovery has been a long, hard road after 
the global downturn of recent years, so confidence 
remains brittle. UK companies may feel comfortable 
about what is going on in their own business but they 
are cautious about over-optimism about sectors 
where they have limited visibility.

Another explanation could be that the general outlook 
is not as promising as it was 12 months ago. As we 
have already seen, although trip growth in the UK is 

still tipped to be relatively strong in 2015, 
it is not expected to be as robust as 2014. The 
polarised growth both in companies expecting 
more travel and those expecting less travel may 
be determined by where they trade. UK businesses 
which trade heavily with the US or India, both of 
which are thriving, could be feeling optimistic. 
Businesses trading with the eurozone, described 
recently by the Economist Intelligence Unit as 
remaining “the sick man of the global economy”, 
are much more likely to see the glass half-empty. 
Companies which trade heavily with oil-dependent 
countries, including Russia (which has political 
problems too) and the Gulf nations, will also be 
nervous about the recent slump in oil prices. 
And on top of these fears about overseas markets, 
2015 is an election year in the UK, which always 
spreads uncertainty.

With all these storm clouds gathering, not helped 
by a mounting list of terrorist incidents around 
the world, perhaps the mixed findings are not so 
surprising. They suggest travel managers are buoyed 
by recent economic improvements but uncertain the 
improvements will continue. On the basis of similarly 
mixed signals in the data they analyse, several 
forecasters have trimmed their 2015 growth 
projections for the UK. For example, the British 
Chambers of Commerce has reduced its growth 
forecast from 2.8 per cent to 2.6 per cent.

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

Virtually 
no effect

Western 
Europe

50%

Global
52%

UK
60%

Negative
effect

Western 
Europe

25%

Global
28%

UK
27%

Positive 
effect

Western 
Europe

15%

Global
18%

UK
11%

7



AIRPLUS TRAVEL MANAGEMENT STUDY 2015



AIRPLUS TRAVEL MANAGEMENT STUDY 2015

A very high proportion of UK travel managers 
expect their travel costs to rise over the next 12 
months. Only India (77 per cent), Australia (70 
per cent) and Canada (68 per cent) have more 
respondents anticipating higher costs.

This is the second successive year the number of 
UK travel managers forecasting a spend increase 
has risen. Only two years ago, the figure was 38 

per cent. The growth is entirely consistent with the 
hike in companies expecting to travel more. 

GBTA Foundation has predicted that UK companies 
will spend a total of 6 per cent more on business 
travel in 2015. As the International Travel 
Management Study responses show, it is not only 
the UK that is affected. Spend expectations are up 
on average across Western Europe and also globally.

Red flag for costs 

Will UK companies spend more on travel 
in 2014? 

41%
44%

Western Europe

17%
17%

39%
38%

2015

2014

2015

2014

Increase

Decrease

Stay the same

2015

2014

Global

42%
48%2015

2014

Increase

14%
14%2015

2014

Decrease

42%
38%

Stay the same

2015

2014

How will business travel spend in your company develop over the next 12 months? 
* Differences to a total of 100 % are caused by respondents with no answers
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Cost per trip to rise too

However, an anticipated increase in travel cannot be 
the only explanation because more travel managers 
expect higher costs (59 per cent) than those who 
forecast more trips (50 per cent). It seems very likely, 
therefore, that UK travel managers believe their 
average cost per trip will climb too. 

UK travel managers are expecting to pay more 
compared with the Western European average across 
all areas of spend in 2015, particularly for air, hotel 
and rail. Hotel spend, at 66 per cent, is exceptionally 
high, perhaps reflecting the very high cost of 
accommodation in London, although hotels across 
the UK have posted steeper rate rises than normal 
in recent months. 

Risk Management

Does your company travel to crisis regions?
Another new question in this year’s study asked 
travel managers whether their travellers visit 
crisis regions. 

On this issue the results for the UK are virtually 
identical to the Western European and global 
averages. Although the majority of British companies 
(62 per cent) have no travel to crisis regions, one-
third have some travel and a small number (3 per 
cent) book most of their trips to them.

For the 36 per cent who do travel to such 
destinations, travel risk management is clearly an 
important priority. Special precautions businesses 
can take to protect travellers visiting higher-risk 
locations include pre-trip security briefings and 
continuous tracking of their mobile phones.

A challenge for all businesses
However, as various airline disasters and terrorist 
incidents in recent months have underlined, danger 
is not confined to obviously risky destinations such 
as conflict zones. Companies need comprehensive 
risk strategies to cover all trips made by all 
employees. Examples include the ability to track 
travellers in an emergency through booking record 
information, as well as maintenance of well-worked 
crisis management contingency plans.

How many of the business trips made by employees of your company are to crisis regions worldwide?  
In % *

* Differences to a total of 100 % 
   are caused by respondents   
   with no answers

The majority 
of trips

Western 
Europe

3%

Global
5%

UK
3%

Some business 
trips

Western 
Europe

33%

Global
34%

UK
33%

Negative
effect

Western 
Europe

63%

Global
59%

UK
62%

How will your spend in the following areas 
develop over the next 12 months? 
In % of travel managers who think spend will rise 

Air

Hotel

Car Rental

Rail

Meetings & 

Conventions

33

36

19

20

23

49

51

27

29

27

UK Western Europe
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