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Introduction
The Return to Travel Advisors
In today’s online world, the ubiquitous nature of technology has created a phenomenon whereby the craving for genuine
human interaction actually trumps any perceived efficiencies associated with do-it-yourself (DIY) travel planning. The
novelty of DIY bookings has worn thin, and travelers have grown weary of sorting through endless sites to find the nuggets of
personally relevant travel information. They are again seeking the expertise of a professional travel advisor, just as they would
turn to a wealth advisor or other professional where trust is the basis for success.
Those who collaborate with an advisor during the planning process travel with a higher degree of confidence and greater peace of mind before, during and after the trip. Travel advisors provide advice, access, advocacy and accountability – a
combination that is impossible to replicate online.
As the pendulum swings back in favor of personalized service, it is no surprise that consumers are increasingly choosing to
seek expertise from travel advisors. Travel and hospitality marketing firm MMGY has found that in 2014, 18 percent of travelers
worked with an advisor – a 50 percent jump from the previous year.
Affluent Americans are even more likely to work with advisors. In the next two years, MMGY reports that 21 percent of U.S.
citizens with incomes of $125,000 or more plan to use a travel advisor, and 29 percent of those earning more than $250,000
will use one.

Why Are Travel Advisors Significant?
These numbers point to increased demand for advisors. Recruiting advisors is key to the future success of a major global
industry.
According to the World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC), the travel industry’s contribution to the global GDP grew for the
sixth consecutive year in 2015, rising to 9.8 percent, the equivalent of (U.S.) $7.2 trillion. The sector now supports 284
million people in employment, accounting for 1 in 11 jobs on the planet.
Bookings by travel advisors are more valuable to suppliers such as cruise lines and hotels. Ipsos Mendelsohn reports that
affluent consumers who use a travel advisor spend 97 percent more on trips than those who book online.
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The Need for Data on Luxury Travel Advisors
Despite this evidence, many prospective travel advisors are not aware that the profession still exists – much less that it is in
need of new entrants. No comprehensive study had been conducted on the state of the luxury travel advisor profession to
demonstrate its viability as a career. Statistics from a variety of sources exist, but none focus specifically on luxury travel or
provide an overall look at the status of today’s agencies and advisors. Recent data is critical in an industry undergoing rapid
change due to technological advances and other shifts.
Travel advisors are a significant contributor to the health of the industry, which will benefit if the segment can be nurtured.
However, their current success and future potential is not well understood. If travel advisors achieve even some of their
tremendous promise, it will result in more recognition of their expertise, more clients seeking them out - and more prosperity
for the entire ecosystem.
To recruit advisors, the industry needs to counter the perception that travel consultants are on the decline. In fact, luxury
travel agencies are thriving and growing. As well, with current advisors retiring, there is even more need for new talent to enter
the profession. For qualified applicants who are willing to invest time and effort into learning the industry, the travel advisor
profession can be rewarding – and lucrative.

Virtuoso’s Mission Statement: To increase the compensation
and personal fulfillment of the frontline travel advisor.

Why Virtuoso?
Virtuoso is the leading global luxury travel agency network, uniting 390 agency members with more than 700 office locations
and over 11,400 advisors in nearly 40 countries. Virtuoso strives to provide the support and resources that allow this group of
world’s best travel agencies to prosper in a way they simply could not achieve on their own. The group’s collective buying power
of (U.S.) $15.5 billion annually secures Virtuoso’s position as the most significant player in luxury travel.
Since the organization’s inception – 30 years ago – it has been a strong proponent of travel agencies and the travel advisor
profession. Among other activities, Virtuoso sponsors an annual event to acquaint newcomers with travel advising, conducts
marketing and outreach programs to promote the advantages of working with travel advisors, funnels advisor prospects to its
travel agency members, and offers extensive training to develop the sales and marketing skills of its affiliated advisors.
Virtuoso’s advocacy is bearing fruit; some of its agencies report hiring dynamic new advisors from a variety of backgrounds.
However, career opportunities continue to outpace qualified candidates. With its experience championing the profession as a
backdrop, and its tremendous resource of in-network experts, Virtuoso conducted a survey to determine the health of travel
agencies and the state of the advisor profession.
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The survey, open from March 21 to April 3, 2016, includes responses from 179 U.S.-based Virtuoso travel agency owners
and managers. Those agencies, from all over the country, include firms with annual sales ranging from $5 million to nearly
$1 billion. Eighty percent of responding agencies report at least half of their business is in leisure travel sales, and all focus on
luxury travel.

Survey Results
1. Travel agencies are a mature and stable segment of the industry with
longtime employees

The majority of luxury travel agencies are well established businesses, many of which have been serving clients for more than
20 years. This duration is impressive, particularly given the dynamic and sometimes turbulent travel industry environment
since the mid-‘90s. This stability is a result of ongoing consumer demand and is largely driven by loyal client relationships that
sometimes encompass multiple generations of families, as well as referrals from those clients.

More than 80 percent of travel advisors have been in the profession for more than 10 years, and nearly one in four has enjoyed
a career spanning longer than 20 years. Access to this pool of experts creates an invaluable learning environment for individuals new to the profession, as mentoring is often a key part of the onboarding process. This longevity makes the profession a
compelling option for motivated individuals seeking a more stable industry and career, given the shifting labor environment
created by technology advancements and globalization.
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2. Agencies have strong sales and are looking to expand
The luxury travel business is thriving, particularly where travel advisors are concerned. Of the agencies surveyed, 82
percent expect sales to grow in 2016, and none expect decreases in the year ahead. These findings show a remarkable level
of bullishness, as it is rare that all businesses in a category would expect growing or, at a minimum, stable sales.

Survey respondents cited a range of factors that are driving sales growth:

“We are doing a better job of marketing and laser focused on our preferred
partners. We are reaching out more and enhancing relationships on both sides
of our equation.”
“…in this crazy world shared experiences with friends and family become even
more precious and in demand.”
“Focus on changing client mix (i.e. rotate out and fire clients that do not purchase higher average yield).”

3. Given the optimism about leisure travel growth, agencies are
increasing the number of advisors
As previously stated, Virtuoso member agencies are very optimistic about increased sales in 2016. In anticipation of this
growth, most agencies plan to increase their staff. In fact, two-thirds of agencies intend to grow the net number of travel
advisors over the next year.

The agencies adding staff expect to increase their advisor ranks by 10 percent on average.
The 67 percent of agencies that plan to hire this year is far higher than the U.S. average. According to CareerBuilder’s 2016
Jobs Forecast, only 36 percent of employers plan to hire full-time permanent employees.
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4. While travel advisor job opportunities are rapidly growing, agencies
often have a difficult time filling these positions
Among agencies that don’t plan to add advisors, one of the main reasons is the difficulty in finding qualified candidates.

“We’re always open if a good candidate comes along, but advertising
[for these positions] does not work out very well.”

Reiterating the optimism for sales growth, only 6 percent of agency owners and managers cite slow sales as the reason for not
adding advisors. The hurdles to increasing staff remain finding good candidates and time constraints in training individuals.

5. New travel advisors need to bring specific experience to the profession,
but most key skills can be taught
Travel agency owners and managers rated a range of skills and experiences based on importance for new advisor candidates.
The three most important qualities are:
1. A passion to serve customers
2. Enthusiasm for travel
3. Being comfortable selling luxury products and services beyond their personal budget
These findings illustrate that there is not a tremendous education or training barrier to entering the profession, although
proven experience with customer care and related communication skills are clearly important. For individuals who have been
successful in consumer service positions, the path to entry does not require an extensive resume. While enthusiasm for both
travel and service is core to the role, it does not require prior experience with five-star travel, provided the individual can
appreciate the value of luxury.

“We don’t think people need to have some proven sales record -- because
if they work with us, they will develop one.”
“We can train on geography, we want caring people who like clients and see
this as a viable career path.”
“Also important is high self-confidence, sophisticated enough to work with
executive level clients…”
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6. New advisors can expect robust training support
and a fairly quick ramp-up in establishing their skills
and client list
It typically takes about three years for travel advisors to achieve an average income for the profession, but that can vary by
advisor. This relatively short apprenticeship is promising, given that it can lead to a fulfilling career that often spans decades.

“It really varies based on how driven they are and how connected/well
respected they are in their circle of influence!”
“Building the business is largely a function of delivering great service and
an advisor’s ability to network, and generate referrals.”

From a training standpoint, virtually all travel advisors can expect to have direct interaction with supplier partners to learn
the nuances of destinations, hotels, resorts, cruises and tours all over the globe. Four out of five agencies also offer mentoring
programs, so newcomers can learn from the many veterans of the profession.
The large majority also take advantage of the training content offered by Virtuoso. The Virtuoso Travel Academy offers some
of the deepest and most robust training in the industry. It typically offers more than 1,000 different classes per year, all
centered on the needs of the frontline advisor. This resource enables advisors to hone their professional skills throughout
their career.
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7. Travel advisor compensation is solid for established advisors,
and has been growing in recent years
Compensation is solid for most travel advisors, and has the potential to be very high once a new entrant to the field ramps up.
One-third of top producers earn in excess of $100,000 per year, and more than half earn more than $75,000 annually. This
is excellent compensation upside for a profession that does not require a college degree, nor a significant amount of skills or
training prior to entry.

As well, compensation growth has been healthy for the past several years. In fact, more than half of advisors have seen their
wages increase over 10 percent during the last five years.

Most (76 percent) advisors who work as paid employees can expect that the majority of their compensation will be salary. This
dependable income source is often supplemented with commissions as well as income from consulting fees, profit sharing
and bonuses. Agency approaches to compensation vary, with some offering straight commission options with more upside.
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For the travel enthusiast, this career includes many opportunities to see the world professionally and personally, including
sponsored attendance at Virtuoso Travel Week, the luxury travel industry’s premier education and networking event. In terms
of other core employment benefits, the large majority of employee travel advisors can expect traditional perks such as paid
time off and access to employer- subsidized health insurance.

8. Service fees are becoming the norm, helping establish the value of
this profession
A very interesting trend in the travel advisor profession is the nearly universal adoption of fees as part of luxury travel planning.
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Virtually all advisors are busy enough to charge fees for their professional services. This generates incremental income to their
regular salary and commission. Fees are typically a modest expenditure, but they enable consumers to appreciate the value
they receive by working with a luxury travel advisor.
The top reasons for charging fees are to establish the worth of the advisor’s professional services and to ensure they are
compensated for their time, even if a client does not book a trip. Interestingly, 71 percent of advisors also charge fees to filter
out unqualified clients. This is a positive sign that the profession is healthy enough to be selective in the clients with whom
they choose to engage.

“To ensure we are working in the best interest of clients, not based on money...”
“Fees are relatively moderate for luxury travel planning, being less than $200 in
61 percent of the cases. The fee amounts will vary based on the advisor, the type
of travel and amount of work involved.”
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Conclusion
As consumers gained the ability to book their own travel using the abundance of information available online, an interesting
byproduct occurred. The overwhelming amount of content, the impersonal nature of the web and the desire for a customized
experience has driven people back to travel advisors.

“I find that a growing number of clients who were internet focused
have reconsidered and are now seeking professional advice.”

Virtuoso agencies report strong growth in sales and the desire to hire more advisors to cope with this influx of clients. Yet they
say their top roadblock to adding staff is the difficulty in locating qualified candidates. They have trouble finding people with
the necessary professional skills, including a desire to serve clients, an enthusiasm for travel, a comfort with selling luxury
product and an aptitude for problem-solving.
However, positive signs of the turnaround are emerging. Some agencies report that clients and prospective staff are even
approaching them.

“People don’t go to advisors for information any more, they go for clarity and
curation; they need someone to distill the abundance of information available
to them. What stresses people today isn’t the lack of information – and in many
cases it’s not even finding a ‘solution provider’ because if they fully understood the
problem, they could solve it – it’s not knowing if they are asking the right questions.”

					

– Virtuoso Chairman & CEO Matthew D. Upchurch

Virtuoso agencies report strong growth in sales and the desire to hire more advisors to cope with this influx of clients.
The opportunities within the luxury travel business are best suited for those who possess a desire to serve others, strong
communication skills and an entrepreneurial spirit, and who wish to experience the world at its best while also sharing it
with others.
The news is catching on. The number of Virtuoso travel advisors has grown by 85 percent over the last five years. Some
agencies report that clients and prospective staff are proactively seeking them out.

“The profession is being taken more seriously both by clients and prospective
advisors; custom crafting experiences is much more important and information
overload on the internet are combining to drive business our way.”
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Conclusion, cont.
Many people seeking a career, including recent graduates and those unhappy in their current profession,
may be unaware of the opportunities travel advising provides:
•
•
•
•

Among top advisors, a majority clear more than $75,000; one in three earns six figures.
Compensation at most agencies has grown more than 10 percent over the last five years.
Advisors enjoy a wealth of professional and personal travel opportunities.
Benefits often include flexible work schedules, medical and dental coverage plus a retirement plan.

There are no limits to the success a motivated, talented new advisor can enjoy. Virtuoso transactional data shows that some
new advisors are transforming into million-dollar producers by their second year in the profession. As well, the number of top
producers in the Virtuoso network is growing exponentially. In the past five years, the number of advisors selling more than $2
million in travel each year rose 363 percent.
Another contributor to the health of travel agencies and advisors, and the awareness of their value, is fees. Virtually all
luxury travel agencies charge their clients fees to help establish the value of their services and ensure they’re compensated
for their time.

“Placing a value on our time and expertise is important, as well as
working with clients who value the service.”

The objectives of this Virtuoso study are fourfold:
1. To educate consumers about the strength of today’s luxury travel agencies and the resulting need to recruit
more travel advisors
2. T
 o inspire people to consider entering the travel advisor profession due to its compensation opportunities
and benefits
3. T
 o ensure there are enough advisors for the growing number of consumers seeking their counsel
4. T
 o boost the prosperity of the global travel and tourism industry through recruiting additional advisors,
as they make a critical contribution to the ecosystem

“It is now a profession taken very seriously and growing in popularity. It offers
much more as a career than it did as little as 10 years ago. It is lucrative and offers
opportunities to see and explore the world which translates into becoming a better
advisor and the best you can be in your industry. The opportunities are endless to be
a major success as a travel advisor.”

Ultimately, more high-caliber advisors will drive consumer satisfaction with their trips as well as overall industry growth.
Also importantly, it will instill a sense of pride in a revitalized profession, and put people back at the center of the travel booking process. As Virtuoso Chairman & CEO Matthew D. Upchurch says frequently, “Automate the predictable so that you can
humanize the exceptional.”
This document is proprietary to Virtuoso. All rights reserved. ©2016
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