
Measured and Managed — 
Getting More out of
Your Corporate Travel Data



This white paper provides a snapshot  
of how some of the best and brightest 
in corporate travel are getting more  
out of their data. They genuinely are 
managing as well as measuring, 
identifying challenges in what the data 
tells them and then taking positive 
action to make their programs even 
better. There is definitely no “one size 
fits all” approach to data management,  
but many of the best practice-lessons 
reported here would translate well  
to other organizations.
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spending per cost center.”
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Introduction

“What gets measured, gets managed” is a familiar 
aphorism in the business world. Yet, for various reasons, 
corporations do not by any means always optimize the 
data available to them. “A lot of companies don’t use what 
we give them or they don’t use it as much as they could,” 
says one interviewee for this report. “They have the 
potential to do a lot more because there is so much you 
can use data for, like negotiating better deals or analyzing 
spending per cost center.”

The interviewee might take a more optimistic view after 
reading the first part of this white paper, which reviews a 
survey of buyer members of the Association of Corporate 
Travel Executives on how they work with data. Their 
responses reveal a dynamic group of travel managers who:

  Combine data from a wide variety of sources

  Rate the quality of the data they receive highly

 Regularly monitor key performance indicators

 Communicate travel data to other internal stake
 holders, especially senior management

 Are taking steps to automate their data 
 processes

Yet it is important to remember that ACTE travel managers are 
primarily highly experienced, senior buyers. Since they are 
managing travel actively and strategically they are almost by 
definition sophisticated users of data. There are, as the 
interviewee correctly points out, many other companies 
where there is little data collection and therefore little travel 
management. Regardless of the degree to which you already 
work with data, however, the second part of this white paper 
is aimed at travel managers who would like to do more.  
It contains a selection of “how to” guides and case studies 
filled with ideas on:

  how to interpret, act on, and communicate  
management information

  optimizing processes: the collection and handling of travel 
data, as well as integration with their corporate systems

This white paper does not pretend to be a complete manual of 
travel data management – that would run to hundreds, if not 
thousands, of pages – but it provides a snapshot of how some 
of the best and brightest in corporate travel are getting more 
out of their data. Above all, the story which emerges from the 
case studies is of travel managers acting on their data. They 
genuinely are managing as well as measuring, identifying 
challenges in what the data tells them and then taking positive 
action to make their programs even better. There is certainly 
no “one size fits all” approach to data management, but many 
of the best-practice lessons reported here would translate 
well to other organizations.
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Initial Situation –
The World We Live In

In August 2011, 165 buyer members of the Association of 
Corporate Travel Executives participated in a survey for 
this white paper on how and why they use data. It yielded 
the following results, which paint a picture of senior travel 

managers (the typical profile of ACTE buyer members) as 
extremely active users of data, working with management 
information for numerous strategic and communicative 
purposes:

There were some dif ferences in data usage 
according to the region in which respondents’ 
companies are based. Most notably, 81 percent of 
Europe-based companies use data from a lodge 
card (or central billing account), whereas the figure 
for North America-based companies is 63 percent. 
Use of corporate card for data is 95 percent in 
North America, but 77 percent in Europe.

These figures also show a generally high level of 
satisfaction with the quality of data available to travel 
managers.

  Travel managers using tool/provider as data source

   Travel managers rating data quality of tool/provider as good  
or excellent (travel managers not using tool/provider as a data 
source have been excluded)

1  Travel managers use multiple sources of data 
in %

Travel management  
company

93 90

Travel supplier, e.g. 
data provided 
directly by airline  
or hotel

Corporate card Expense reporting 
system

General ledger/
central accounting 
system

Lodge card/
central billing 
account

Self-booking tool Enterprise resource 
planning system, 
e.g. SAP

89 71 87 73 79 71 71 61 70 83 65 73 54 61
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24 % No

2   Do you monitor a regular set of KPIs to help 
control your travel program? 
Total: 100 %

76 % Yes

Travel managers are habitual users  
of key performance indicators 

3   Do you regularly present data to this group?  
Total: 100 %

Senior management are the major 
internal recipients of data from  
travel managers 

Senior 
management

89 52 37

Line 
managers

Travelers and/or 
bookers

Improved 
compliance with 
travel policy

92 90 70

Better 
negotiating 
opportunities

Process 
optimization

4   What is the benefit of the data? 
Total: 100 %

Travel managers use data to achieve both 
procurement and  
(to a lesser extent) process savings 
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43

79
65

57

21
35

Europe North 
America

  Yes
  No

5   Does your company have a pre-populated feed 
from its corporate card into its expense reporting 
system? 
Total: 100 %

Travel managers are improving 
automation of data-related  
processes 

Total1

1   Companies which do not have both a corporate card and an expense reporting 
system have been excluded

6   Do you require your travel suppliers  
to operate a paperless process? 
Total: 100 %

Regional trends regarding  
paperless processes 

17 10 13

59
49 54

24
41 33

  Yes — mandatory
  No — preferred
  No

Europe-based  
companies

North America- 
based companies

All respondents
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The following best-practice advice emerges from the  
“how to” guides and case studies in the second part of the 
white paper: 

Use KPIs to manage your  
corporatetravel program

  Select the right KPIs for your business.
  Ask the right questions – match them to your 

company’s strategic priorities.
  Identify the question askers – which stakeholders will 

look at the KPIs?
  Benchmark with other companies – what KPIs do they 

use? Can you compare results?
  Make sure your KPIs are SMART – specific, measurable, 

achievable, realistic, time-bound.
  Use the right amount of KPIs – avoid using more than 

ten on dashboards for other internal stakeholders.
  Categorize your KPIs – group the indicators into clusters 

according to strategic priority.

Sourcing and managing data for 
your KPIs

  Collect data from multiple sources – do not accept 
excuses from providers that the data you want is not 
available.

  Combine the data – integrate data from booking, 
payment, and expense management sources, ideally in 
a data warehouse.

Analyzing data – common mistakes

  Integrating data sets with different dates – e.g. don’t 
mix data based on date of reservation with data based 
on date of invoicing. Don’t confuse segments with  
O & Ds (origins & destinations) and trips – are you 
comparing apples and oranges?

  Making data too high-level or too detailed – tailor the 
reporting to your audience.

  Relying on supplier data to negotiate with suppliers – 
your own data is essential for checking accuracy.

Act on what the data tells you

  Identify the root cause of the story – drill down to 
investigate unusual or below-par performance patterns.

  Combine your KPIs – e.g. analyze average one-day trip 
cost as compared with video conference usage.

  Formulate an action plan – you must have the resources 
and authority to act on what the KPIs tell you.

  Involve stakeholders – show relevant KPIs to the 
stakeholder groups whose behavior must change.

  Implement a control loop – make sure solutions are 
enacted and problems do not recur.

  Ensure KPI delivery is timely – five to ten days after  
a reporting period ends is optimal.

Executive Summary
Getting More out of Your Corporate
Travel Data
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Tell scientific data stories to sell 
behavioral change

PAREXEL achieves buy-in by working with travel data using 
the SSSSSquare methodology devised by travel 
management consultancy Loyalty Curve Consulting. 
SSSSSquare covers four aspects of a travel program:
 
  Savings – hard, soft, cost-avoidance
  Service – service-level agreements, traveler 

satisfaction, on-time performance
  Safety – incident reports, alert activity
  Sustainability – carbon footprint, replacement activities

For each of these four Ss, PAREXEL and Loyalty Curve 
analyze, apply, and act on the data using another
three Ss:
 
  Science – where the data is sourced, how it is used to 

prove or disprove a hypothesis, testing, analysis, 
adjustment, conclusion

  Story – providing context to the data, understanding  
the challenges it raises for the organization, finding  
a reason why stakeholders should care

  Sales pitch – communicating a proposed solution and 
calling for action

Monitor negotiated fare  
performance (Merck case study)

  Create a repeatable and measurable definition  
of savings

  Place the savings within a meaningful context,  
e.g. comparing against a market index as well as  
previous periods

  Secure advance endorsement of the validity of 
proposed savings criteria from senior management and 
other relevant parties

Consolidate data to improve travel 
procurement (Danfoss case study)

  Consolidate globally, where possible to a single lodge 
card and either a single or small number of travel 
management companies.

  Consolidate to a single corporate card if you are 
satisfied one issuer can meet your global needs. If not, 
look for a solution that will integrate data feeds from 
different issuers.

  If you use a combined booking and expense reporting 
tool, consider using it as a data warehouse for all 
booking, payment, and other services.

 
Take your travel program paperless

  Understand the wider context of your travel program – 
there is little point in automating unless your company 
strategically manages its travel.

  Introduce consolidated payment systems and an 
expense reporting tool – create an automated feed from 
your payment systems to pre-populate the expense tool.

  Migrate to e-invoicing – know which suppliers can 
support e-invoicing and which cannot.

  Look for new automation opportunities – e.g. allowing 
travelers to scan receipts on to mobile phones.

Integrate your corporate card with 
other travel and corporate processes

  Put together a project team – include both internal 
project managers and external expertise.

  Understand the wider travel management process – 
understand how the card fits into the full end-to-end 
workflow of the travel program.

  Bring your intermediaries and travel tool suppliers 
together – includes TMCs, booking tool providers, and 
expense tool providers.

  Remember HR – you may well need to build in data flow 
to and from human resources.

  Be patient – integration can take as long as six months.

Be alert for changes – the process is constantly
changing, so be flexible enough to change with it.
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Travel managers interact extensively with data and are 
implementing a wide range of data best practices, 
according to a survey carried out for this white paper.2

Where travel managers source  
their data

The responses show that travel managers use a 
combination of several tools and service providers to 
obtain insight into their travel programs.

> For more information, please see page 7, chart 1.

Buyer members of ACTE are generally expert, senior travel 
managers working for companies with mature travel 
programs. The figures demonstrate that within this elite 
group of practitioners, TMC data is used almost ubiquitously 
(93 percent), with data from travel suppliers (such as 
airlines) and corporate cards not far behind, at  
89 percent and 87 percent respectively.

The other principal corporate travel payment method, a 
lodge card (also known as a central billing account),  
is considerably lower down the list as a source of data  
(70 percent). However, there is a strong transatlantic 
divide on this issue: 81 percent of Europe-based companies 
use a lodge card for data, compared with 63 per cent of 
North America-based companies. Europe and North 
America also diverge on using corporate cards for data, 
with Europe at 77 percent and North America at a very 
high 95 percent. It means the same number of North 
American companies use corporate card data as use TMC 
data. The figures also suggest that almost every company 
uses at least one payment source for data, with a strong 
likelihood of this being a lodge card in Europe and a 
corporate card in North America. 

The one other tool for which there is a distinct 
transatlantic divide is expense reporting. This is used as a 
data source by 93 percent of North American companies 
but only 67 percent of European companies. The most 
likely reason for this discrepancy lies in another question 
on the survey: 79 percent of North American companies 
with both a corporate card and an expense reporting tool 
take an automated prepopulated feed from the card into 
the tool. The figure for European companies is much lower 
at 43 percent.

How good are the data sources?
TMC data is not only the most used source, it is also the 
most highly rated, with 93 percent of buyers who use  
it assessing the quality as excellent or good. The figure 
contrasts with supplier data, considered to be good or 
excellent by a much lower 71 percent of respondents.  
The implication is that travel managers use supplier data 
because it is easily available and often free, but they  
do not rely on it telling them the whole story and are keen  
to verify what suppliers tell them through independent 
sources.

Another clear winner in the quality stakes is lodge 
cards, assessed as good or excellent by 83 percent 
of those who use the data. The data is prized 
particularly highly by European companies, of which 
92 percent rate it as excellent or good.

2  The online survey of ACTE buyer members was conducted in August 2011. 
There were 161 respondents, of whom 84 had their corporate headquarters  
in North America, 75 in Europe, and 2 in Asia Pacific.

The Travel Data Landscape
Where, How, and Why?
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The lowest quality ratings are for two internal data 
sources: the general ledger/central accounting system and 
enterprise resource planning system (both 61 percent). 
These figures are not surprising as both sources are not 
specialized for travel and generally provide little more than 
a headline figure. Their main function is often to mop up 
items of travel-related expenditure not captured in the 
specialist tools.

Conclusions
Perhaps the most important inference from these 
responses is that travel managers are not content to draw 
their data from a single, or even two, sources. They are 
actively working with multiple sources to obtain a fuller 
picture of how their company travels and how much it is 
costing them. This is a prudent approach because no 
source is totally comprehensive. Even if a company 
mandates all air bookings through a TMC or all hotel 
payments on check-out with a corporate card, compliance 
will not be 100 percent. 

However, one source for which a mandate is extremely 
effective is an expense reporting tool. Companies can 
insist that expenses will only be reimbursed if submitted 
through the tool, and this tends to motivate even the most 
maverick employees. It may explain why 79 percent of 
buyers now use expense reporting tools as a data source 
even though the technology is relatively new.

The question that follows is why a comparatively low  
71 percent rate their expense reporting data as good or 
excellent? One answer may be that the expense tool some 
use is not a sophisticated, industry-specific product such 
as Concur, but instead is little more than a glorified Excel 
spreadsheet. Perhaps this is especially the case in Europe, 
which would explain whyonly 43 percent of European 
respondents take a pre-populated feed from a corporate 
card into their reporting tool.

Combining data sources
Answers to the data sources question also suggest travel 
managers combine data from a balanced, complementary 
mixture of pre-trip (e.g. TMC, lodge card), on-trip 
(corporate card), and post-trip (general ledger) sources. 
But how do they combine these sources?
 
A surprisingly high number of respondents (56 percent) 
said they have a data warehouse for their travel data. 
However, the question did not define what the phrase 
“data warehouse” means, so whereas some respondents 
might think of it as a repository which combines data feeds 
from several different sources, others may simply have 
considered the phrase synonymous with “management 
information reporting tool,” which might contain data 
taken from only a single source.
 
With this caveat firmly in mind, the next answer should be 
treated with caution. When asked who provided their data 
warehouse, 35 percent named their TMC, 30 percent said 
it was self-built, and 22 percent said it was a specialist 
third-party travel data warehouse provider.
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How travel managers use their data 

The survey responses overall suggest that travel managers 
are making good use of their data, with just over three 
quarters (76 percent) monitoring a regular set of key 
performance indicators to help control their travel program.
 
KPI dashboards are particularly useful for presenting 
concise snapshots of the health of a travel program to senior 
management, and it is this internal stakeholder group to 
which survey respondents most regularly present data.
 
> For more information, please see page 8, chart 3.
 
Travel managers generally communicate to senior 
management to prove they are doing a good job and to win 
executive endorsement for proposed changes to travel 
strategy. However, line managers and travelers are also 
useful target groups, especially for communications aimed 
at improving compliance with existing strategy. The survey 
results show that relatively few travel managers regularly 
present data to line managers or travelers/bookers, 
suggesting an area for potential improvement. In 
particular, comparative figures showing how individual 
travelers or departments measure up against other 
individuals or departments can tell a compelling story. 
Issues on which comparative data could be communicated 
include: average number of days flights are booked in 
advance of departure, how often the lowest logical fare is 
turned down, or how often point-to-point (simple there-
and-back return journeys) flights are booked offline.

Why travel managers use data

Above all, there are good reasons why travel managers go 
to so much trouble to collect and analyze data.
 
> For information on which benefits respondents listed,
 please see page 8, chart 4.

 
 
 
The figures show that travel managers save money 
directly by using data for improved purchasing 
and indirectly through increased process efficiency. 
However, they also use data to achieve strategic 
goals other than cost reduction. Asked in a  
free-form response box to name any additional 
benefits they gain, several travel managers cited 
security and other duty of care priorities.



One of the myths in corporate 
travel is that some data cannot 
be collected

16
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Applying Travel Data
Best Practice

“How to” guide: using KPIs  
to manage your corporate  
travel program

Key performance indicators have become a familiar 
management tool in recent years. They are a set of 
established, regular measurements which help an 
organization understand how well it is meeting defined 
strategic goals.
 
The results of the ACTE buyer survey, in which 76 percent 
of respondents said they monitor KPIs regularly to help 
control their travel program, indicate how widely they have 
been adopted to aid travel management. Elsewhere in the 
survey, 89 percent of respondents say they regularly 
present data to senior management, and it is to this 
stakeholder group in particular that KPIs tell a concise but 
powerful story of whether the travel program is on target 
for meeting goals such as delivering cost efficiencies or 
hitting targets on CO2 reduction.
 
More importantly still, there is an actionable purpose to 
the stories told by KPIs. If performance levels are below 
expectations, travel managers can spot the problem early 
and put it right, and then use the KPIs again to check that 
the remedies have been effective.
 
KPIs are good news for travel managers personally too. 
They help others in the organization understand the value 
of travel management as a profession and, especially, 
demonstrate that travel managers contribute to the 
meeting of key strategic targets.
 

Perhaps one overlooked challenge of KPIs, however, is that 
they need time and attention. They certainly provide a 
return on investment, but first the investment has to be 
made, particularly in terms of dedicating human resources 
(internal or through external consultancy) to setting KPIs, 
then collecting the relevant data before analyzing and 
acting upon what they tell a business. However, companies 
which have introduced KPI-based travel management insist 
they have saved millions as a result.
 
The following advice from James Westgarth, director of the 
consultancy SCS Corporate Travel, and who previously ran 
a KPI-centered travel program for Airbus parent EADS, is 
designed to get you started with travel KPIs or refine what 
you have even further. 

Select the right KPIs for  
your business

Ask the right questions 
There is no point in creating and running a KPI dashboard 
unless there is a strategic purpose behind it. The second 
step in a KPI construction process therefore is determining 
the key questions you want to answer about your travel 
program. The first step is to map out the strategic goals of 
the program. Simple examples include:
 
  Duty of care – traveler security
  Cost control – supplier performance, traveler behavior
  Process efficiency – use of company-approved 

processes
  Environment – travel avoidance

 
From this starting point, the travel manager can formulate 
questions to determine how effectively the strategic 
priorities are being met. The KPIs provide the answers  
to those questions.
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Identify the question askers
Travel KPIs are rarely looked at only by the travel manager. 
Often they are devised in response to questions regularly 
asked about the travel program by other internal 
stakeholders. As the survey of ACTE members shows,  
90 percent of buyers regularly present data to senior 
management, 47 percent to line managers, and 35 percent 
to travelers and/or bookers. The KPIs therefore need  
to be created with their stakeholder audiences in mind. 

Where travel sits within the organization will also likely to 
guide the selection of KPIs. A travel manager reporting to 
procurement is likely to focus more on supplier performance 
and spending analysis, whereas one based in human 
resources may put greater emphasis on traveler behavior, 
policy adherence, or even traveler satisfaction.

Identifying which KPIs are right for your program may 
sound like a relatively simple procedure, but Westgarth 
warns, “it is a complex task which if you don’t get right the 
first time can really trip you up downstream.
If stakeholders ask you for data you don’t have several
months after you set up the program, putting it right
can be a lot of extra work.”

Benchmark with other companies
If you aren’t sure which KPIs would work well for your 
company, ask other travel managers what is in their KPI 
set. If some of their suggestions suit your needs too, an 
added benefit is that you and the other company may be 
able to benchmark against one another.

Make sure your KPIs are SMART (specific, 
measurable, achievable, realistic, time-bound) 
Specific – Be precise about the definition of your 
measurements. For example, a common KPI is online 
adoption rates. However, is the denominator all trips, or 
only trips that can reasonably be booked online?
 
  Measurable – Can the KPI be repeatedly and 

consistently measured over time?
  Achievable – KPIs usually have targets attached to 

them, e.g. achieving 80 percent online adoption. Make 
sure the targets set are attainable.

  Realistic – Is it possible to source the necessary data 
for the KPI?

  Time-bound – The KPI is of little use unless the data for 
it can be generated sufficiently quickly to take action 
based on the intelligence received.

Use the right amount of KPIs
There is no simple formula for how many KPIs your program 
should have. The ACTE survey shows that 41 percent of 
travel managers have one to five KPIs, but almost exactly 
the same number have six to ten.

Once again, knowing your audience will make  
a big difference. For a KPI dashboard for busy 
senior managers, half a dozen is a good target. 
For a set of KPIs to be shared among travel 
colleagues, it is acceptable to go into double 
figures.

Categorize your KPIs
Group your KPIs in related clusters, most likely each one 
pertaining to a strategic priority identified at the beginning 
of the process. This will help you and other stakeholders 
select the information most relevant to your needs. 
Examples include spending analysis, supplier performance, 
demand management, traveler behavior, duty of care, and 
environmental metrics.

These clusters will form the basis of the design of your 
easy-to-follow dashboards or scorecards. Consultancies 
may, for example, have a dashboard focused on duty of 
care metrics because they tend to pass on their costs to 
clients. However, manufacturing companies, with a heavy 
emphasis on cost control, will give more attention to 
spending analysis and supplier performance.

40

12

41

  More than 20
  16 — 20
  11 — 15
  6 — 10
  1 —  5

7   How many primary KPIs do you have? 
Total: 100 %
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Sourcing and managing data  
for your KPIs

Finding the data
James Westgarth is a firm believer that KPI data needs to 
be collected from multiple sources. Examples include the 
payment provider, travel management company, expense 
tool, directly from travel suppliers, and from internal 
sources such as the human resources and finance 
departments.

Westgarth also emphasizes that it should always be 
possible to collect the necessary data for a KPI. A good 
KPI, he points out, will set out to answer a specific 
question, and the data will always be available to provide 
the answer. “One of the myths in corporate travel is that 
some data cannot be collected – that it does not exist, or 
is not in the right format, or does not belong to the 
corporate client,” he says. The client owns the data about 
itself and should always have access to it.

Combining the data
 
“It’s not where the data comes from 
that counts, but how you integrate 
it,” Westgarth continues. “There is 
real added value from integrating 
data from booking sources, expense 
management sources, and card 
sources, but you need a tool which 
brings it all together in a timely and 
cost-effective way.” 
James Westgarth

As the survey of ACTE members shows, travel managers do 
use multiple sources. However, no single source captures 
all travel-related expenditure, which is why they have to be 
combined. The survey also suggests that an increasing 
number of larger companies are opting to integrate these 
sources in a data warehouse and are looking to a wide 
variety of providers for their warehouses.

There is a cost to building a data warehouse, a phrase 
which can cover everything from a Microsoft Excel 
spreadsheet to a more expensive self-built solution or a 
package bought from a third-party specialist provider. 
Investment (which includes dedicating internal human 
resources to maintaining the data warehouse and 
extracting and analyzing the information it provides) needs 
to be weighed against likely returns, but generally the 
larger the travel spending, the more justification there is 
for the project.

Analyzing data – some common 
mistakes

Integrating data sets with different dates
One example is to mix data based on date of reservation 
with data based on date of invoicing. It could very easily 
lead to a distorted view where, for example, air tickets are 
counted either twice or not at all. Pitfalls such as this are 
one good reason why travel data should be vetted and 
analyzed by professionals with experience in the sector.

Confusing segments with O & Ds (origins &
destinations) and trips
This is a potential source of major data distortion if, for 
example, a $ 1,000 round-trip is compared with a $ 750 
single flight segment. Clear definitions must be provided to 
all stakeholders in the data collation process.

Making data too high-level or too detailed
See the discussion above of how many KPIs to have. Also 
beware of “mission creep.” Travel managers who develop a 
reputation for providing high-quality data find they are 
increasingly asked to provide more detailed answers to 
more questions by other parts of the organization. The list 
of data requests can suddenly become onerous, so some 
communication may be required to explain the resource 
required to perform such services.

Relying on supplier data to negotiate with suppliers
Data provided by the supplier is usually accurate and 
reliable – but not always. Suppliers often appreciate the 
client providing its own data as well because it can give 
them insights they lack themselves.
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Acting on what the KPIs tell you

Identify the root cause of the story
Drill down for more detail. A common KPI is, for example, 
compliance with preferred suppliers. If the KPI shows the 
use of a preferred supplier falling below expectations, then 
potential explanations could include the following:
 
  Technology issues – e.g. rate for a preferred hotel  

has not been loaded
  Supplier issues – e.g. Wi-Fi in a preferred hotel is 

expensive or difficult to use
  Traveler behavior – e.g. a chosen supplier does not 

operate a frequent flyer program

Combine your KPIs
This is often the best route to a really smart strategic 
understanding of your travel program. One example might 
be to combine the average trip cost for one-day trips with 
video conference usage. By presenting the two side by 
side, a line manager will quickly understand how much money 
they could save by eliminating some of those one-day trips 
in favor of video conferencing.

Formulate an action plan
This should have the goal of delivering a timely, permanent 
solution to the problem. Again, achieving a workable 
solution requires the time and authority to take ownership 
of the issue and see it to its conclusion.

Involve stakeholders
In many cases, solving a challenge highlighted by the KPIs 
requires a change in behavior by travelers or other 
stakeholder groups. Show your highly credible KPI data to 
the stakeholders whose support you are enlisting so they 
understand the business case for the changes you are 
seeking (see PAREXEL case study below). A variety of 
stakeholders may need to be adressed in order to solve the 
problem, e.g. not just travelers but their support staff and 
line managers as well.

Don’t forget about external stakeholders either. In 
particular, you may need to work with your TMC to find a 
solution – and it may be that the TMC is the source of the 
problem, or is the stakeholder that finds it hardest to 
introduce changes.

Implement a control loop
Ensure that data is consistently monitored to verify that 
solutions enacted for problems identified in the KPIs have 
been successful and that the problems do not recur.

Ensure KPI delivery is timely
Five to ten days after the end of the reporting period is a 
good rule of thumb. If it is later, there may not be enough 
time to react to the intelligence the KPIs provide. However, 
if delivery is rushed, there is a higher risk of anomalies and 
errors in the data not being identified and ironed out. It is 
important to carry out sanity checks on the KPIs to verify 
their credibility before distributing them more widely.

Case study: how PAREXEL  
International tells scientific data 
stories to sell behavioral change

PAREXEL International is a global bio/pharmaceutical 
development and launch services organization. It has 
travelers in 35 countries. Travel policy is not mandated: 
travelers and other key stakeholders therefore have to be 
persuaded to follow the corporate travel program through 
communication. PAREXEL communicates principally 
through the telling, and selling, of data-based stories to 
those stakeholders.

SSSSSquare methodology

The travel team achieves buy-in by using the SSSSSquare 
methodology devised by the United States-based travel 
management consultancy Loyalty Curve Consulting. 
SSSSSquare works with data covering four aspects of a 
travel program:

  Savings – hard, soft, cost-avoidance
  Service – service-level agreements, traveler 

satisfaction, on-time performance
  Safety – incident reports, alert activity
  Sustainability – carbon footprint, replacement 

activities
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For each of these four Ss, PAREXEL and Loyalty Curve 
analyze, apply, and act on the data using another three Ss:

  Science – where the data is sourced, how it is used to 
prove or disprove a hypothesis, testing, analysis, 
adjustment, conclusion

  Story – providing context to the data, understanding 
the challenges it raises for the organization, finding a 
reason why stakeholders should care

  Sales pitch – communicating a proposed solution and 
making a call for action

As an example of the methodology in action, Loyalty Curve 
managing partner Michael Cox cites the following:

  Science – Looking at data supplied by TMC, fewer 
than 50 percent of flight reservations for one night 
away or more have a hotel booking attached to them.

  Story – The company is missing out on considerable 
leverage with preferred hotel suppliers because 
travelers are booking non-preferred hotels through 
other channels.

  Sales pitch – If travelers book their hotel through the 
designated TMC, they will help the company enhance 
savings and improve their own security because all 
preferred hotels are vetted. For example, no preferred 
properties have rooms that open directly onto a 
parking lot.

Service and safety are the issues of predominant interest 
to travelers. As in the example above, it is very helpful if 
the sales pitch can communicate how following the 
managed travel program targets these areas of traveler 
self-interest as well as achieving savings, which are 
predominantly in the corporation’s interests. “We want 
them to want to use the hotel program, not simply because 
it is in policy,” says Benjamin Park, senior manager 
procurement & travel for PAREXEL.

Finding the right story

As part of the science of their approach, Park and Cox look 
for the key performance indicators that will tell an accurate 
story of the PAREXEL program. For example, they do not 
believe a simple measurement of online adoption rates for 
all flights is appropriate. They will therefore determine how 
many flights are point-to-point and thus easily booked 

online; then they will calculate what percentage of those 
eligible flights are booked online.

Once the facts are secured, the story can be told through 
benchmarking data from other sources, such as comparing 
the adoption level for PAREXEL with comparable flights at 
other companies. The sales pitch then communicates the 
story to travelers and other stakeholders and specifies 
what action travelers are asked to take to improve the 
situation.

Building stories can also involve some reverse 
thinking. As discussed in the introduction, it is 
often said that if something cannot be measured, 
then it cannot be managed. Cox stresses that the 
opposite is also true: if something cannot be 
managed, then there is no point in measuring it. 
Only create and analyze data if you are willing 
and able to take action on it.

Building a communications plan

Park and Cox build detailed communications plans to  
sell their data stories. The plans determine who will do the 
communicating, the target stakeholder groups for the 
communcations, and the media of communication.

One useful tactic for sales pitches to cost center managers 
is to show them how their KPIs compare with others in the 
company. “No one likes being in the bottom half of the 
list,” explains Cox. However, once again this benchmarking 
exercise is only worthwhile if the cost center manager can 
be told what they need to do to change. “If you are not 
selling a solution and asking for action, there is no point 
working on it,” says Cox.

Typically, PAREXEL focuses on three stories at a time, 
although others will be worked on ad hoc should the need 
arise, such as a spike in costs because of air fare unbundling. 
Cox also urges travel managers not to be shy of a story 
that tells bad news. “If the online adoption rate went down 
from 65 percent to 55 percent, it doesn’t mean you are 
doing a bad job,” he adds. “You need to provide strong 
reasons why the rate fell and explain how you will fix it.”
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Case study: how Merck monitors  
its negotiated fare performance

Benchmarking how much your company is paying for 
negotiated air fares compared with the previous year is of 
limited value. If the fare has gone up, that does not 
necessarily mean the negotiations were a failure. Conversely, 
if it has gone down, that does not mean the negotiations 
were successful. What is needed is a market comparison to 
give the figures some valid context.

The German pharmaceuticals company Merck has started 
to make exactly such evaluations to analyze how effectively 
the company is negotiating with air travel suppliers. Merck 
is a client of the payment services provider AirPlus 
International, which makes available the AirPlus Business 
Travel Index to its German customers. The index is an 
evaluation of more than 100 million business travel 
bookings per year.

Merck feeds data from the AirPlus Business Travel Index on 
all routes it flies under contract into its own procurement 
database, which is called Procurement Performance 
Measurement (PPM). The information allows Merck to 
analyze by route and booking class how much fares have 
risen or fallen in the marketplace, and then to cross-check 
the figures against Merck’s own fares, which it also loads 
into the PPM. “It is a general indicator of how we are doing 
against the market,” explains Christoph Carnier, head of 
corporate category travel & fleet corporate procurement 
for Merck. “If we take a route like Frankfurt – London and 
the AirPlus figure is up 7.8 percent, but Merck’s figure is up 
5 percent, then even though our cost is higher, we can see 
we are still 2.8 percent better than the market. It provides 
a context for our own performance.”

Acting on the information

PPM automatically highlights the routes where Merck is 
performing significantly better or worse than the market, 
or where there has been a big change in the fare. For 
example, the price may have fallen on a route because 
more airlines have started flying it, in which case the 
change is attributable not to good rate negotiations but to 
increased competition. Conversely, there were some 
excellent fare opportunities in business class introduced in 
the 2008/09 recession which have been withdrawn as the 
economy has improved. By benchmarking against the 
market index fare changes, Merck can see that the rest of 
the market is also paying significantly more than a year ago 
and that therefore the higher costs are not attributable to 
poor negotiating on its own part.

PPM – Merck’s data repository

Merck uses the PPM to monitor performance for all its 
procurement activities in a single database. The savings 
criteria for each procurement category are agreed in 
advance between the category leader and the company’s 
governance and performance team. In the case of air, it 
was agreed that measuring average fare against both the 
previous year and a market index would be much more 
meaningful than benchmarking against published fares that 
are seldom used. The PPM also tracks how much Merck 
pays for hotels and car rental, as well as the company’s 
travel management company transaction fees.

PPM fulfills a second important function, which is that all 
procurement personnel must upload a draft of their 
purchasing initiatives. This ensures that the head of the 
category remains aware of all such initiatives wherever in 
the world they are happening. Using PPM as a single 
repository ensures that strategy is properly coordinated, 
so that, for example, a procurement manager in Asia does 
not negotiate a deal with an airline when a global 
agreement is also being negotiated with the same carrier.



23

Lessons for other travel buyers

Not every company has as structured a process for 
procurement performance measurement as Merck, but 
Carnier has some general tips for other travel managers 
about evaluating the success of their air program:

  Create a repeatable and measurable definition 
of savings

  Put the savings in a meaningful context,  
e.g. comparing against the market as well as 
previous periods

  Secure advance endorsement of the validity  
of the proposed savings criteria from senior 
management and other relevant parties
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Optimizing Travel Data
Best Practice

Case study: how Danfoss  
consolidates data to improve its 
travel procurement

Danfoss is a global producer of components and solutions 
for refrigeration, air conditioning, heating and water, and 
motion controls. It has dramatically improved its data 
coordination in recent years by:

  Consolidating globally, where possible  
to a single travel management company and  
lodge card

  Consolidating globally, where possible to  
a single integrated online booking and 
expense management provider

  Acting as a pilot customer for a solution that 
integrates data from all Danfoss’s corporate 
card issuers in a single report

  Using the integrated online booking and 
expense management provider data tool as a 
data warehouse that also integrates data from 
the TMC, lodge card, and corporate card

The Danfoss travel consolidation 
strategy

Danfoss has pursued a strategy of travel program alignment 
since 2008. The project is scheduled for completion in 
2012 or 2013. So far, 32 countries have been brought into 
the consolidated program, with still more scheduled for 
integration.

The company is consolidating its travel service providers 
for several reasons, including:

  A strategy of worldwide systems alignment, including 
use of a single enterprise resource planning system

  Better financial leverage with travel service providers
  A need for better integration of data from different 

markets as Danfoss continues to globalize as a 
business. Globalization is also pushing up travel costs 
for Danfoss, making the need to consolidate the 
company’s travel data all the more important

Better data alignment

In 2008, the company had good standards of travel 
management in some countries, and less good than in 
others, but above all it lacked a coordinated global overview 
of its travel data. Consolidation to fewer service providers 
has helped considerably to provide the overview that  
was previously missing.

Danfoss now uses Concur as its integrated booking and 
expense management tool, and additionally uses Concur to 
warehouse data feeds from its TMC and the AirPlus 
Company Account lodge card. Global travel manager Alice 
Kähni believes that having all data available in a single 
repository helps her see much more than if she had to 
analyze separate data reports from different service 
providers. “We have a much better overview of what we are 
spending our money on,” comments Kähni. “We can see 
which cities we are visiting, which hotels we are using, and 
the number of nights we are staying. We can see what we 
bought and with whom. We can monitor policy compliance 
and track our spending towards supplier agreements.”



The main exception to the Danfoss strategy of 
travel service provider consolidation has been 
corporate cards. Kähni does not believe any 
single card issuer offers a truly global solution 
that meets the company’s requirements. As  
a result, it uses around a dozen different issuers 
worldwide and sees little prospect of moving to  
a single issuer, even though it is close to achieving 
this goal for other service provider categories. 
Having multiple issuers was creating a major 
problem because Danfoss could not consolidate 
its separate data feeds into a single report for  
its Concur data warehouse. Each issuer provided 
data to Danfoss in different, incompatible formats.

However, there is now a solution. Danfoss is the pilot 
customer for OneFile, a service from AirPlus International 
which takes electronic data feeds from different issuers 
and synthesizes them into a single reporting system. 
AirPlus also acts as the central point of contact for the 
customers, giving Kähni just one person to call if there are 
any problems with the data from any issuer. “I don’t need 
to talk to all the banks anymore,” she says.

AirPlus feeds the consolidated card data for all Mastercard®- 
issuing banks used by Danfoss from OneFile directly into 
its Concur data warehouse, thus helping the company achieve 
a similar level of data integration as for its other travel 
service provider categories. AirPlus International is now 
working on integrating the VISA-issuing card providers 
used by Danfoss into OneFile as well.

Fragmented card spending – problem and solution
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“How to” guide: going paperless

How widespread is paperless processing? Automated 
payment and administration of travel expenses creates 
savings for corporations in two ways:

  Processing efficiencies
  Procurement savings through improved data quality

Automation of payment for business travel can be divided 
into two main types:

a) Payment and expense processing by
individual travelers
The figures from the survey of ACTE travel buyers suggest
automation is increasingly taking hold in this sphere of
activity, at least among larger corporations, which dominate
the profile of ACTE buyer members:

  96 percent of companies use a corporate card for 
payment

  87 percent use an automated expense reporting system
  Of those companies which have both a corporate card 

and an expense reporting system, 65 percent have a 
pre-populated feed from the card into the reporting 
system. The figure is particularly high for North 
America-based companies (79 percent); Europe lags 
behind somewhat (43 percent).

b) Business-to-business settlement
When it comes to automating invoicing and payment
for travel at the enterprise level, rather than by individual
travelers within the organization, the picture is far
more mixed:

Europe has moved faster to electronic processing, but 
even there almost one quarter of companies remain  
paper-based and only around one in six insists its suppliers 
follow an e-process.

In the business-to-business (B2B) world generally, 
e-invoicing and e-billing are on the rise. According to the
German consultancy Billentis, which specializes in this
field, in 2009 only 5 percent of B2B invoices within Europe
were e-invoices.3 However, there were 1.275 billion B2B
e-invoices transacted in Europe in 2010 and the figure is
projected to grow 36 percent to 1.735 billion in 2011.4

Billentis estimates 3,700 companies in Europe will have
become new users of e-invoicing each day during 2011.5

8   Do you require your travel suppliers 
to operate a paperless process? 
Total: 100 %

3  Reaping the benefits of electronic invoicing for Europe, 
European Commission, December 2, 2010

4  E-Invoicing/E-Billing — International Market 
Overview & Forecast, Bruno Koch, Billentis, February 2011

5  Ibid.

17 10 13

59
49 54

24
41 33

 Yes — mandatory
 No — preferred
  No

Europe-based  
companies

North America- 
based companies

All respondents
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Benefits of going paperless

The European Commission estimates that moving from 
paper to e-invoices over a six-year period will generate 
savings of around € 240 billion. That is the main reason 
why the Commission wants e-invoicing to become  
the predominant means of invoicing in the European  
Union by 2020.6 Billentis claims an organization can save  
1 – 2 percent of its turnover by replacing paper invoices 
and optimizing the related processes.7

Improved data quality – supplier relations 
e-invoicing can provide full level 3 data, in other words the 
transmission of all data fields on the invoice. In corporate 
travel, for example, this level of detail is known as folio 
data and provides the travel manager with much more 
precise intelligence for negotiating purposes. Instead of 
seeing only the name of the hotel and the total paid by the 
traveler, folio data breaks down the total into number of 
room nights, how much was spent on the room rate, the 
room standard, and how much was spent on additional 
items such as food and beverages.

Automation also improves data quality through fewer 
inputting errors. In addition, there is improved consistency 
and visibility, with information capable of flowing through 
the entire procure-to-pay process, arriving ultimately in the 
company’s financial and accounting systems.

Improved data quality – policy control
“It is easier to implement travel and payment policies,” 
says Stig Sonnerberg, international relationships manager, 
commercial cards for the banking group Nordea. “There 
are, for example, no cash advances, and by using cards 
and automated expense reporting there are no loopholes 
to lose data in when there is only one way to pay. 
Anomalies like duplicated receipts are also eliminated.”

Lower administration costs
According to the e-procurement consultancy
Appropriate Fit Procurement, it takes one member of 
accounts payable staff approximately one year to process 
10,000 paper invoices manually. In contrast, an electronic 
file with the equivalent of 10,000 invoices can be uploaded 
and auto-matched in 11 seconds.8 Electronic and automated 
invoice processes can result in savings of 60 – 80 percent 
compared to traditional paper-invoiced processing. In 
addition to labor savings, e-invoicing considerably reduces 
printing and postage costs.

There are also major efficiencies in travel-specific 
automation. Companies with automated card feeds into 
their expense reporting systems and other best practices 
generate reductions of more than 80 percent in expense 
processing costs.9

Environmental benefits
Eliminating paper is environmentally friendly. Switching to 
e-invoicing could save roughly one million tons of CO2 per 
annum in the European Union.10
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Challenges to going paperless

Given the many evident benefits, why have more companies 
not gone paperless? In the case of traveler-centered 
processes (specifically cards and automated expense 
reporting), the ACTE survey responses suggest few larger 
corporations have not yet automated. The reasons that 
some companies have not made the transition may include 
inertia, reluctance to embrace new processes, or heavily 
decentralized corporate cultures where a single way of 
working is rarely implemented. 

When it comes to e-invoicing, adoption is generally lower, 
and there are more substantial barriers to change.  
These include:

  Rules governing e-invoicing are still fragmented along 
national lines.

  The market is fragmented. There are more than  
400 e-invoicing service providers in the European Union 
alone, most of them operating at a domestic level.11

  Many companies, especially SMEs, regard the exchange 
of e-invoices as too complex and too costly.

  Banks continue to charge for international transfers, 
even though there are no additional costs for them.

  Deadlines for implementing the Single European 
Payment Area, in which all payments are treated as 
domestic transactions even if they cross national 
borders, have been missed.

  Experience has shown that unless a national 
government works with its banks to promote or even 
mandate e-invoicing, adoption is slow.

  The value added tax authorities of different countries 
have different policies on whether they will accept 
e-invoices instead of paper invoices.

Solutions

The ACTE survey indicates that card and expense 
reporting tool adoption are starting to reach 
optimum levels. “Interest greatly increased 
because of the financial crisis; travel and 
entertainment is usually the third highest cost in 
a company after salaries and IT, and it can be 
reduced,” says Sonnerberg. “In particular, 
automation allows companies to become more 
efficient and save costs without having to  
reduce comfort levels for travelers.”

In terms of promoting e-invoicing, the European 
Commission is aiming to boost adoption in several ways:

  Establishing legal certainty and a clear technical 
environment.

  Encouraging the development of open, interoperable 
e-invoicing solutions based on a common standard.

  Setting up organizational structures to promote 
e-invoicing.

  A directive issued in July 2010 has ordered that by 
January 2013, EU VAT authorities should not 
discriminate in their treatment of paper and electronic 
invoices.

  Attempting to harmonize member state treatment of 
e-signatures

Once SEPA is fully implemented, it should provide
a stimulus for much more extensive cross-border
e-invoicing, which currently lags some way behind
domestic e-invoicing.

6  Reaping the benefits of electronic invoicing for Europe, op. cit.
7  E-Invoicing/E-Billing in Europe and Abroad – From Evolution  
to Revolution, Billentis, March 2011

8  Appropriate Fit Procurement website
9  The State of T & E Expense Management, Aberdeen Group, 2007
10  Reaping the benefits of electronic invoicing for Europe, op. cit.
11  Ibid.
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Nordic region leads the way
At a national level, the experience of the Nordic countries 
shows what can be achieved through a concerted strategy. 
The Nordic countries have been pushing towards e-invoicing 
for a decade thanks to cooperation between national 
governments and their banks, which agreed to merge their 
e-payment capabilities. In 2008, the Swedish, Finnish, and
Danish governments announced they would cease to
accept paper invoices for their procurement activities. As a
result of these initiatives, e-invoicing adoption rates are
among the highest in the world.

Tips for taking your travel 
program paperless

Understand the wider context of your travel program
From a travel management perspective, process automa-
tion is of little value unless the improved data quality can be 
used in turn to improve supplier negotiations and policy 
management. As a result, automation cannot be carried out 
in isolation. It must form part of a wider program to 
implement and police policy, to engage with suppliers, etc. 
There must also be a culture of reasonably compliant 
behavior, for example to ensure employees complete 
expense reports on a timely basis.

Introduce a payment system and expense reporting
T & E management cannot go paperless without a payment 
program (central billing account and/or corporate card) 
and automated expense reporting. When selecting vendors, 
ensure that the payment provider is capable of providing  
an automated feed into the expense reporting system.  
Your travel management company will also be an important 
partner in managing this process. If you do introduce an 
important automation partner for the first time, such  
as automated expense reporting, be willing to mandate  
and allow resources for the project, especially for  
communications.

Consolidate your travel intermediaries
Data quality is generally optimized by reducing to a small 
number (or even one each) of payment providers, expense 
reporting systems, and TMCs. 

Migrate to e-invoicing with travel suppliers 
Review how your company interfaces with travel suppliers 
before, during, and after a trip. Understand which  
suppliers can support e-invoicing and which cannot. Again, 
consolidation will help: the fewer suppliers, the lower  
the set-up costs.

Look for new automation opportunities
For example, some expense reporting tools now allow 
travelers to scan or photograph receipts on their mobile 
phones and upload them to their expense reports.

“How to” guide: integrating 
your corporate card with 
other travel and corporate 
processes

According to the ACTE buyer survey, 66 percent of 
companies with both a corporate card and an 
expense reporting system provide a pre-populated 
feed from the card into the automated expense 
claims submitted by employees. It is an example 
of the increasing – and increasingly complex – 
connections which allow data to flow between 
travel-related and other tools within an 
organization.
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Be alert for changes.
An integration process
never really finishes.
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When introducing a corporate card to a company, 
therefore, significant behind-the-scenes IT integration 
work goes on to plumb the card into numerous existing 
systems within the organization. Here are some general 
points about the steps which need to be considered in 
order to make the integration a success:  

Put together a project team
Internally, this is likely to involve project managers and 
systems analysts. Externally, some consultancy is also 
extremely likely, most probably including calling on the 
integration expertise of your chosen card provider.

Understand the wider travel management process
The project plan must be based on an understanding of 
how the card fits into the full procure-to-pay end-to-end 
flow of the travel program. Issues which need exploring 
include booking channels used by employees, as well as 
expense tools and interfaces with global distribution 
systems. Map out the data flow between all these tools.

Bring your intermediaries and travel tool  
suppliers together
Establish lead contacts at all parties, which might include 
TMCs, booking tool providers, hotel booking agencies, and 
expense management tools. Not only do you need all of 
them to talk to you, but they have to liaise with each other 
as well.

Some of these stakeholders are expanding the range of 
services they offer. For example, some expense 
management tool providers now offer online booking as 
well. This helps reduce the number of parties with  
whom you need to liaise, but at the same time it makes 
creating an interface to the provider more complex 
because of the need to integrate data at several different 
points in the workflow. High security standards are 
required and the application programming interfaces are 
extremely detailed because the integration may not only be 
to provide expense approval but also reconciliation and 
validation, as well as enhanced management information.

Remember HR
An increasingly important integration partner is human 
resources, a department whose cooperation is required if 
the data flow, for example, includes employee identification 
numbers or cost center information. Details of this kind  
are increasingly required by TMCs and online booking tools 
as they seek to improve levels of automation and reduce 
manual input errors.

Be patient
Integration takes time. It can take as long as six 
months to set up all the complex interfaces from 
a card to other travel and corporate processes.

Be alert for changes
An integration process never really finishes.  
Just when the process seems complete, there is 
a change in one of the stakeholders in the chain 
– switching to a new booking tool for example. 
HR data changes even more frequently as 
employees join and leave a company or transfer 
to a different cost center. The integration 
process must be built with sufficient flexibility  
to cope.
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