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Digital transformation isn’t a new concept. It’s been a 
constant fixture in the corporate lexicon for nearly a decade, 
and yet many of the same conversations take place over 
and over. This points to several factors. First and foremost, 
it’s not going anywhere, and it’s going to take a long time. 
Second, it’s continuously evolving, and it’s not a switch that 
can just get flipped to “set and forget.” 

Most importantly, many companies keep using the word 
“transformation,” and it may not mean exactly what they 
think it means. 

A definition that clearly distinguishes digital migration from 
true digital transformation is long overdue. In response to 
the explosion of e-commerce, social media, and mobile 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

internet, organizations across the corporate landscape 
recognize the imperative to migrate their analog offerings to 
digital channels.

But what many companies may not realize — or what they 
may not be willing to fully address — is that moving content 
online, building apps, and collecting customer data is only 
the starting line for digital transformation. Applications built 
on legacy systems designed for another era don’t meet the 
needs of today’s consumers, and it’s not enough from an 
operational standpoint to just “go digital.” 

Travel companies understand this conundrum acutely, given 
their experiences over the past two years. The pandemic 
forced them to either severely reduce or completely shut 
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down their customer-facing operations, and then, as they 
ramped back up, digital solutions were a lifeline to survival. 

As the travel industry emerges from a historic trough into 
an economic environment wrought with complexities, 
an unprecedented explosion in consumer demand has 
stretched systems and staff to the brink, underscoring 
the urgent need for flexible, adaptable solutions. Travel 
companies stand on the precipice of this new age, and 
the questions they’ve been asking for years about digital 
transformation have taken on new meaning. To find a 
guiding light along this journey, industry players are 
seeking answers to the following queries: 

 ⚪ How should we benchmark ourselves against the 
rest of the industry and other verticals? 

 ⚪ How are digital systems, solutions, and initiatives 
evolving, and how can we keep up with the pace of 
change? 

 ⚪ How can we respond with speed and agility not only 
during this critical recovery period but also more 
broadly as we look at our long-term strategy? 

 ⚪ How can we leverage advanced technologies 
including artificial intelligence (AI), machine learning 
(ML), and cloud computing outside of IT to drive 
overall business value through implementations 
across departments and functions?   

 ⚪ How can we apply the lessons learned during the 
pandemic to build resilience in the future?  

These answers won’t come easily, and there’s no one-size-
fits-all solution for the travel industry as a whole — or even 
for companies in the same segment. By taking a hard look 
at the state of their own legacy systems, benchmarking 
best practices against their peers, and learning when 
to build in-house, buy off-the-shelf, and partner with 
specialized vendors, travel companies can create a digital 
strategy that will truly transform their businesses and the 
customer experience. 
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EXECUTIVE LETTER

Pent-up traveler demand has been a hallmark of 2022. Business, 
group, international, and family travel all surged as borders 
opened widely and workers returned to the office. While this 
swell in travel is certainly cause for celebration, it also poses 
challenges for an industry that continues to grapple with rising 
costs, labor shortages, and legacy technology systems.

The Travel and Hospitality team at Amazon Web Services (AWS) 
has seen a similar dichotomy when talking with travel and 
hospitality executives. On the one hand, 94 percent of industry 
leaders surveyed for the 2022 Digital Transformation Report 
said digital transformation is important to their business — a 3 
percent gain year over year.

On the other hand, many in the industry continue to run 
on outdated, legacy systems. In fact, 33 percent of survey 
respondents said that legacy technology is their top concern 
for business disruption. These systems require significant 
investment to maintain and make it more difficult to innovate.

An inability to innovate quickly and cost-effectively poses a significant challenge for travel and hospitality executives who 
want to use data and technology to reimagine the customer experience, improve marketing effectiveness, and reduce 
operational costs.

While the industry has room to continue to transform and adapt, in the three years since AWS first sponsored this study, 
several travel and hospitality companies have made tremendous strides — moving infrastructure, applications, and data to 
the cloud.

The 2022 Digital Transformation Report includes multiple interviews from travel leaders and software providers using cloud-
based software and infrastructure, data, and machine learning models to personalize customer interactions, provide more 
seamless customer service, reduce operational costs and waste, and improve revenue management.

I’m positive the innovations created will have staying power, and I remain excited to work alongside industry customers, 
peers, and partners to continually modernize systems and reimagine guest and travel experiences.

Steven M. Elinson
Managing Director, Travel and Hospitality, AWS

Steven M. Elinson
Managing Director, Travel and Hospitality 

AWS
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Travel and hospitality 
companies are reimagining 
the way we experience 
the world

 © 2022 Amazon Web Services, Inc. or its Affiliates. All rights reserved.

Learn how Amazon Web Services is helping leading travel and 
hospitality companies transform at aws.amazon.com/travel

TRAVEL AND HOSPITALITY 

https://aws.amazon.com/travel-and-hospitality/?trk=7977a0e9-8116-454d-bb83-0e6037bced8c&sc_channel=el
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ABOUT AWS AND SKIFT'S 2022 
"DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION IN 
THE TRAVEL INDUSTRY" SURVEY

AWS and Skift surveyed 951 senior-level travel and 
hospitality industry leaders in 12 markets across the world 
in May and June 2022. The survey respondents came from 
more than 20 industry sectors and comprised top-level 
executives and decision makers across various lines of 
business such as IT, marketing, analytics, sales, finance, 
operations, customer service, property-level management, 
e-commerce, product, and revenue management.

Unless otherwise noted, the data cited and visualized 
throughout this report comes from this survey. The 
responses surfaced four major themes, which form the 
narrative elements of this report: 

 ⚪ The importance and evolution of digital transformation 
in the travel industry, including where companies see 
themselves in relation to competitors 

 ⚪ The degree to which decision makers are aware of — 
and able to apply — cloud-based solutions that can 
provide a return on investment for priority initiatives 
amidst multi-year, organization-wide transformation 
projects

 ⚪ Understanding and usage of advanced technologies, 
including AI, ML, and cloud computing to achieve 
strategic goals

 ⚪ How companies are leveraging digital solutions to 
address the customer experience, cost savings and 
operational efficiency, and labor issues

The research contextualizes the impact of the pandemic 
on technological and operational best practices while 
emphasizing a response to ongoing disruptions. In its 
totality, the 2022 Digital Transformation Report explores 
deeply how travel and hospitality businesses can use 
technology to respond more nimbly to what’s happening 
now and prepare more thoughtfully and strategically for 
what’s to come. 
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INTRODUCTION: DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION IN 
TRAVEL BY THE NUMBERS

Skift and AWS have published the Digital 
Transformation Report in each of the past 
three years. Unsurprisingly, the percentage 
of respondents who have become more 
familiar with digital transformation and 
cloud computing has increased during 
that time. 

However, the third annual Skift and AWS 
“Digital Transformation in the Travel 
Industry” survey also uncovered that 
travel executives are keenly cognizant that 
digital needs have become a permanent 
fixture at the heart of their organizational 
strategies. 

The following data visualizations offer 
a high-level look at where the industry 
has come from and where it plans to 
go. Travel leaders clearly recognize that 
their systems and processes require an 
overhaul in order to compete in today’s 
business environment. Their responses 
do not capture, however, how deep that 
rabbit hole goes. 

The subsequent sections of this report 
explore where travel companies stand 
today in their implementations of key 
digital foundations, and how they 
can map out a strategy to meet the 
demanding expectations of the modern 
traveler by making the right investments, 
integrating organization-wide systems, 
and maintaining an operational model 
that meets or exceeds today’s standards 
while staying flexible enough to adapt in 
an ever-changing environment.   

There’s a growing emphasis among travel companies regarding digital 
transformation’s impact on the overall health of their businesses.

CARET-LEFT TRAVEL EXECUTIVES WHO 

SAID IT WAS “MUCH 

MORE IMPORTANT” 

TO PROCEED 

WITH DIGITAL 

TRANSFORMATION 

ACTIVITIES IN LIGHT OF 

COVID-19

A RISING TIDE

2020 2021

51.6%43.4%

CARET-RIGHT TRAVEL EXECUTIVES 

WHO SAID DIGITAL 

TRANSFORMATION 

IS “VERY 

IMPORTANT” TO 

THEIR BUSINESS

2021 2022

72.3%67.0%

CARET-UP TRAVEL EXECUTIVES WHO SAID THEY WERE “VERY FAMILIAR" WITH THE CONCEPT 

OF CLOUD COMPUTING

2020 2021 2022

35.0% 37.5% 51.2%
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 “After experiencing 

the pandemic, 

the industry now 

understands what it 

means to scale both up 

and down very fluidly 

in very short periods 

of time. They can 

never imagine going 

back to what it used 

to be like. They want 

to maintain that level 

going forward.”

Steven M. Elinson
Managing director, travel and hospitality
AWS 

Travel leaders were vastly more confident in 2022 that they’re making 
progress on digital transformation initiatives.

To meet increasingly unpredictable business demands, more travel 
executives see digital solutions as the way forward.

BENDING THE CURVE

FLEXIBILITY IN UNCERTAIN TIMES

CARET-UP TRAVEL EXECUTIVES WHO BELIEVE THEY ARE AHEAD OF THE CURVE ON 

DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION

CARET-RIGHT TRAVEL EXECUTIVES 
WHO ARE “VERY 
CONFIDENT” IN USING 
DIGITAL SOLUTIONS TO 
ADAPT TO BUSINESS 
DISRUPTIONS AND 
MEET CHANGING 

CUSTOMER DEMANDS 

2021 20222020

20.3% 10.6%

2020 2021 2022

6.0%

CARET-UP TRAVEL EXECUTIVES WHO ADMIT TO BEING BEHIND THE CURVE ON DIGITAL 

TRANSFORMATION

28.4% 29.5% 37.6%

49.4%

2021 2022

39.7%
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A shift to digital-based business models started long before 
the Covid pandemic, but the necessity for companies to 
communicate with their customers virtually accelerated 
these efforts. Nowhere was this more visible than in the 
travel industry. 

From serving guests without physical contact to making sense 
of wildly unpredictable supply and demand, digital investments 
became the strategic centerpiece for travel companies’ 
Covid-19 contingency planning. Airlines, hotels, car rentals, 
and other sectors rapidly adopted cloud-based reservations 
systems, contactless check-in, and mobile messaging 
chatbots, and started to explore more deeply the need for 
automated staffing solutions and AI and ML programs. 

MAPPING TRAVEL’S TRANSFORMATION 
JOURNEY
 

However, this flurry of digital migration falls short of 
complete transformation. “Digital transformation” is a 
phrase that needs no introduction but requires far more 
definition than it usually gets. Does “transform” solely 
mean migrating analog, manual, siloed functions to digital, 
automated, interoperable systems? That’s a clear part of it 
— and no easy task at that — but it oversimplifies the depth 
to which companies must adjust their practices, processes, 
and philosophy at all levels of the organization. Putting a 
new system in place isn’t an instant panacea. 

“Each customer goes through a digital transformation to 
drive a different business outcome,” said Steven M. Elinson, 
managing director, travel and hospitality, AWS, adding 
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that “there’s a consistent drumbeat around cost, speed of 
innovation, and a desire to push organizations forward to 
become data-driven.”

For travel companies industry-wide, there’s an urgent need 
to internalize and execute digital efficiencies to build upon 
demand recovery and drive revenue; manage costs to 
weather inflation and recessionary pressures; and advance 
customer experience, service models, and organizational 
foundations for the future of their businesses. 

Travel companies may be undertaking any number of 
digital transformation initiatives to solve unique challenges, 
but they’re using similar tools. Through investments in 
cloud-based systems and AI-powered data analytics, they 
can reinforce the substantial changes they are making 
and maintain the momentum they’ve gained from the 
unexpectedly fortuitous push to digital spurred on by the 
pandemic. 

CONNECTING THE DOTS BETWEEN 
BUSINESS DISRUPTIONS AND DIGITAL 
INVESTMENTS

Covid-19 is by no means in our rear view. In fact, it ’s 
essentially the opposite scenario — wide acceptance of its 
unfortunate, likely permanent, existence as a part of daily 
life has empowered businesses to think beyond this issue 
as their number one concern. It’s no longer the top business 
disruption travel organizations are worried about for 2022 
and 2023. 

According to the Skift and AWS survey, the dubious 
distinction of highest potential for business disruption 
went to legacy and outdated technology, followed closely 
by labor shortages and cybersecurity — a trifecta that 
sits at the heart of travel delays, inconsistent customer 
experiences, and waning brand trust. More than 30 percent 
of travel executives indicated that one of these three issues 
is a top concern in the next two years. 

Travel Executives: Most Likely Business 
Disruptions in 2022 and 2023

Anyone who has traveled in 2022 has either seen these 
challenges in effect firsthand or heard discouraging stories 
of what to expect on any leg of their journey. A lot of 
unpredictability in today’s environment is outside of travel 
companies’ control, but at the same time, the pre-pandemic 
lag in technology migration coupled with the unavoidable 
cutbacks during Covid shutdowns created a perfect storm. 

Sebastian Bazin, the CEO of Accor, put his perspective 
bluntly to Reuters on the critical labor shortage in Europe 
ahead of this summer’s high season. In the past, he said, 
the industry has “probably been underpaying some people 
for too long” or — even more problematic — just not paying 
attention. 

It’s a similar story for legacy technology systems. The “if 
it isn’t broken, don’t fix it” model saves money, but it’s not 
an effective plan for the future, especially as technology 
changes so quickly. 

Many companies are bolting new digital products onto 
legacy systems or making superficial changes to their 
operations that are not structural and cultural, which 
makes real innovation difficult to achieve. As an illustration, 
almost half (47.5 percent) of respondents to the Skift and 
AWS survey said that their top investment in 2022 and 

Legacy/outdated technology

Labor shortages

Cybersecurity

System outages

Inconsistent government Covid rules

Supply shortages

Inability to handle spikes in demand 
(e.g. summer and holidays)

Inability to handle pricing
during peak demand

Inability to handle customer
experience during peak demand

Geopolitical instability

0%

32.6%

32.3%

30.0%

29.5%

26.8%

26.5%

21.9%

18.0%

18.0%

12.4%

https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/no-experience-no-resume-youre-hired-hotels-fight-staff-2022-07-04/
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2022 Travel Technology Investments

Digital Transformation Budgets: 2022 vs. 
2019

2023 will be to modernize their hardware and software. 
Meanwhile, 42.8 percent said they would be prioritizing 
the maintenance and upkeep of their existing and legacy 
systems, the second-most popular response. 

This makes sense on a practical level. Transformation 
doesn’t happen overnight, so it’s unrealistic to think that 
companies will be able to completely abandon their legacy 
systems and make a clean shift. With that said, nearly seven 
in eight companies told Skift and AWS that their digital 
transformation budgets would increase over 2019 levels 
this year, and more than one-quarter said their budgets 
were going to increase 10 percent or more. That kind of 
investment implies that digital projects are an organizational 
priority, especially during a tenuous time for the industry.

Modernize software or hardware
Maintain and upkeep 

existing/legacy systems
Migrate applications, data, 

or infrastructure to the cloud
Make our software systems

more flexible/resilient
Improve data integration

across teams
Improve cybersecurity/data security

0%

47.5%

42.8%

42.4%

39.5%

33.9%

32.2%

64.8%

21.5%

8.4%

2.4%

1.2%

1.7%

Increased more than 6%
Increased 1-5%

No change
Decreased 1-5%

Decreased more than 6%
I don’t know
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However, if companies build around legacy systems 
instead of phasing them out, they are innovating around 
their core, but they aren’t remodelling the core itself, 
Elinson said. Starting with the low-hanging fruit is always 
smart, but oftentimes companies stop there.    

“Unless you actually provide a new way of thinking for 
the business to rapidly evolve processes, you’ll continue 
to just be patching what you do,” said Pieter Jordaan, 
group chief technology officer at TUI. “You need to update 
your business-critical systems and address culture and 
structure at the same time.” 

As travel companies grapple with where to allocate 
their digital investments, addressing legacy systems is a 
fundamental entry point. Following an honest assessment 
of their technological, financial, and customer service 
imperatives, the next issue to address is how far they need 
to go, and how fast. 

BUILD OR BUY? ANSWERING THE 
MOST CRITICAL QUESTION IN CLOUD 
MIGRATION

The tidal wave of digital investments in the travel industry 
centers on cloud technology. Though cloud concepts 
have been implemented in places across the industry 
for years, the rapid increase in familiarity with these 
solutions indicates an important tipping point in the past 
12 months. More than 50 percent of executives said they 
are “very familiar” with cloud computing in 2022, up from 
just 35 percent in 2020 and 37.5 percent in 2021. So what 
happened?   

The simple answer is the pandemic, but the more complex 
answer includes volatility during the bounce back that 
led to inconsistent customer experiences and operational 
scenarios. For example, when demand for leisure travel 
shot out of the gate as soon as the first vaccinations went 
into arms, business travel lagged for nearly a year. Travel 
companies that operated on static models to balance 
corporate and leisure business over the course of decades 
found it extraordinarily challenging to handle everything 
from pricing to staffing to housekeeping schedules. 

The idea that everything would just go back to normal in a 
predictable manner seems somewhat quaint now, whereas 
18 months ago, that was what many expected, or at least 
were hoping for. The reality turned out very differently. 

From the standpoint of accelerating and emphasizing the 
importance of malleable computing systems and operating 
protocols, that reality was a blessing in disguise. Cloud 
systems provide elasticity, Elinson said, or the ability to 
automatically scale up or down as needed. 

“The cloud has become synonymous with a pay-as-you-
go or pay-as-you-consume type model,” he noted. “During 
the slowdown, legacy systems with inflexible cores were 
running at a set amount of capacity regardless of traffic or 
interaction with customers or operations. That was a high 
fixed cost that they were getting no returns on.”

Global companies using cloud systems were able to flex 
individual regions as they endured waves of lockdowns 
and reopenings during the pandemic. Once CFOs started 
to recognize the value of up-front capital expenditures in 
the cloud versus ongoing operating expenditures for fixed 
legacy systems, the shift in understanding (and investing 
in) cloud solutions became much more widespread.   

How familiar are you with the concept of 
“cloud computing”?

20222021

Very familiar

Somewhat familiar

Neither familiar or unfamiliar

Somewhat unfamiliar

Very unfamiliar

51.2%

35.8%

8.6%

3.3%

1.1%

37.5%

40.9%

12.9%

5.8%

3.0%

0%

100%

0%

100%
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Meliá Hotels International — which had migrated its 
operations from an on-premises architecture prior to the 
pandemic — was already saving 40 percent yearly since 
switching to the cloud. Meliá was able to save an additional 
58 percent by scaling down during erratic periods.

This elasticity allowed Meliá to experiment with special 
offers as well. The company put up 20,000 free room nights 
for medical professionals, releasing 2,000 rooms each day 
at 9 a.m. for 10 straight days. The infrastructure allowed 
them to manage this influx seamlessly in an otherwise 
slow period.   

“I’ve heard [people say] that reducing your costs when 
going into the cloud is a myth. I can say that is not true 
in our case,” said Christian Palomino, vice president of 
global IT, Meliá Hotels International. “We have much better 
technology at a much lower cost, and not only is the user 
experience better, but faster response times have a huge 
impact on business and sales.”

If elasticity is the ability to scale up or down, to increase or 
decrease cloud usage based on need, “flexibility” might be 
best understood as a broader power to scale horizontally, 
enabling organizations to manage resources across 
different types of services. As an example, companies 
that use managed cloud services — or infrastructure and 
operations run by cloud partners rather than in-house 
teams — may now feel less of an impact from volatility, 
not just from a data usage and cost perspective, but also 
from a labor standpoint. If a company running its own data 
center has to furlough or lay off engineers, the equipment 
(and all the data it houses) is at much higher risk. 

“The cloud removes the need for big investments in 
equipment,” said John Murphy, chief information officer at 
ATPCO, which provides technology, pricing, and shopping 
data to airlines, global distribution systems, travel 
agencies, and tech companies. “We don’t have to make 
infrastructure predictions — how many people are going 
to adopt it, how much horsepower we need, and how soon 
we have to buy it.”

https://amer.resources.awscloud.com/industry-innovators-travel-hospitality?trk=78388040-f634-4f79-b86d-9e6a0f197a55&sc_channel=el
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ATPCO has undergone a wholescale migration to the cloud 
within the past several years, and by the end of 2022, it 
will no longer own and operate any data center facilities 
or infrastructure equipment. Due to its now-flexible 
infrastructure, the company is able to prototype solutions 
more quickly and to explore what customers might want 
without having to go out and procure hardware. This has 
been a game-changer for the company and, by extension, 
the industry as a whole. 

“There’s a cost to being wrong,” Murphy added. “The 
biggest change in how we approach things now is that 
we’re able to do investigations and proof of concepts 
instantaneously for pennies on the dollar.”

Survey data backs up the industry’s desire to shift and 
evolve. More than 43 percent of travel executives said 
that having a more flexible or agile business would be the 
biggest benefit of cloud-based software and technology 
solutions. The next most popular answers were serving 
customers globally or scaling up or down with demand, 
both checking in around 30 percent of all respondents. 

Almost 87 percent of respondents to the Skift and AWS 
survey either “strongly” or “somewhat” agreed that they 
are “using cloud technology to help improve the customer 
experience and optimize operations.” Furthermore, the 
wide-ranging recognition of these benefits — and the fact 
that they not only outweigh the cost but also in fact offer 
a substantial return over time — has translated to rapid 
adoption as well. About 34 percent of companies said they 
were in the “late stages” or “complete” in their efforts to 
move to the cloud in 2022, which represents an increase 
from about 20 percent of companies that said they were in 
these advanced stages in 2021.

At the same time, one-third of companies said their cloud 
programs are still in nascent stages, though there was a 
notable increase from nearly half of executives in 2021 who 
said they were just getting their efforts off the ground. It’s 
a stark reminder that cloud migration is on a rapid ascent 
in the travel business, but it’s far from universally adopted.

Perceived Benefits of Cloud-based 
Technology

Even though there’s no need to emphasize the “why” of 
cloud adoption for most travel and hospitality companies, 
the question of “how” continues to weigh heavily on the 
minds of executives. IT leaders often feel as if they must 
definitively answer the question “build or buy?” In reality, 
the answer to that question is often “both.” 

With the elastic and flexible benefits cloud solutions can 
offer, it’s no surprise that five in six travel executives are 
at least interested in pre-packaged or off-the-shelf cloud 
solutions, with more than half of those “very interested” in 
the up-front development work being done for them. 

Travel Industry Cloud Migration Maturity

20222021

Don’t intend to move 
business to the cloud

Early stages
– investigating solutions

Middle stages
– some, but not all

Late stages
– the majority of our operations

Complete
– all or almost all

7.3%

26.2%

32.4%

19.8%

14.3%

14.5%

34.5%

29.6%

11.9%

9.4%

0%

100%

0%

100%

More flexible/agile business

Serve our customers globally
Scale our business up or

down with demand

Accelerate our pace of innovation

Easier to automate 
company functions

Enhance customer experience
Only pay for the software/

technology we need
Store and analyze higher

volumes of data
Easier to test new software

or technology
Better data security/privacy

Optimize operations

Faster, more reliable tech
infrastructure

It’s good for the environment

0%

43.5%

30.8%

29.1%

26.1%

19.4%

17.4%

          15.3%

       11.5%

       11.2%

       11.2%

       11.0%

       11.0%

2.8%
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Interest in Pre-packaged or “Off-the-shelf” 
Cloud Solutions

A lot of companies will start their cloud implementations 
by building a foundation that ’s unique to them, 
establishing a platform that collects, cleans, and stores the 
specific data sets they need in order to modernize their 
operations. From there, most cloud providers partner with 
organizations with specialized pre-packaged solutions 
that integrate that first-party data with other customer 
data platforms (CDPs), property management systems, 
central reservations systems, customer call centers, etc. 
that are all informed from that centralized information hub.   

These strategies are backed up by the fact that just 
over half of travel executives also said that either faster 
implementation time or cost efficiency drove their interest 
in pre-packaged solutions. This underpins the fact that the 
choice between build and buy isn’t all or nothing, one or 
the other. 

“Our customers know that they don’t know what that 
next channel is going to be,” Elinson noted. “Today, folks 
are talking about Metaverse and Web 3.0, they’re talking 
about streaming and gaming, and they want to be able to 
connect all of their existing systems in two weeks.” 

For example, Wyndham Hotels & Resorts has taken 
a hybrid “buy with build” approach that has reduced 
costs and increased efficiencies. After moving all of its 
data centers to the cloud with AWS, the 22-brand global 
franchisor also purchased property management systems 
and central reservation systems off the shelf, while 
selecting partners along the way as part of this single 
cloud-provider ecosystem.

“[This process] allowed us to elastically adjust our demand 
and our capacity and scale up and down as business 
conditions mandated,” said Scott Strickland, Wyndham’s 
chief information officer. “The bottom basically fell out of 
the industry, but our spend reduced dramatically because 
we’d migrated our systems to the cloud. If we were receiving 
one-fifth of the reservations we were seeing before, we were 
paying one-fifth of what we were paying before, and many 
of our other competitors were not able to scale down.” 

The flipside to that was being able not only to scale back 
up as demand returned, but also to get back on track 
with digital solutions rollouts. By migrating to the cloud 
platform, Wyndham has incorporated a new generation 
of applications, such as a mobile property management 
system for franchisees that can be accessed from 
anywhere. Owners with multiple hotels don’t have to be 
physically at each property anymore — they can see when 
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https://amer.resources.awscloud.com/industry-innovators-travel-hospitality?trk=78388040-f634-4f79-b86d-9e6a0f197a55&sc_channel=el
https://aws.amazon.com/solutions/case-studies/wyndham-appdynamics/
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guests are due to check in and check out on a given day 
from wherever they are. 

“As we migrated from on-premise to cloud-based systems, 
we are reducing costs, enabling new functionality for our 
franchisees, and ultimately enabling new functionality for 
our guests,” Strickland said. 

HOW TO CREATE CUSTOMER VALUE WITH 
AI-POWERED SYSTEMS

Amidst everything that’s been happening in the past few 
years — from labor shortages to volatile pricing to wildly 
unpredictable demand cycles — travel leaders realize that 
they need help making sense of it all. 

Responses to the Skift and AWS survey revealed that 
executives are recognizing AI and ML as the key to 
providing better data analysis that enhances the customer 
experience, employee productivity, and profitability. When 
asked to identify the most practical uses of AI and ML, 
about 37 percent of executives chose both the ability 
to analyze customer sentiment and improve revenue 
management and pricing. Meanwhile, another 30 percent 
said they would use intelligent algorithms to optimize their 
operations to manage costs and resources, as well as to 
identify attributes of ideal customers.

Most Practical Uses of AI and Machine 
Learning

The value of real-time analysis has been critical in a time 
when the customer experience can sour very quickly, and 
a time when costs, supply, and demand are extremely 
volatile not only from day to day, but also from hour to hour. 
No amount of human brain power can analyze the volume 
of data coming in at every moment and parse out valuable 
insights from that.   

That recognition illustrates why travel executives are so 
enthusiastic about the possibilities. Nearly two-thirds of 
respondents to the Skift and AWS survey (62.8 percent) 
said that collecting, analyzing, and acting on business 
data was “very important” to the success of their company 
overall, and another 28.6 percent said it’s “somewhat” 
important. 

Meanwhile, 51.8 percent “strongly agreed” that AI and ML 
will be important to driving “business value” overall, not 
just to improving siloed operations like data, IT, or tech 
initiatives. That figure increased more than six percentage 
points from 45.4 percent in 2021. 

Importance of AI and Machine Learning in 
Driving Business Value
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Stages of AI and Machine Learning 
Implementation

Effectiveness of Business Data Collection 
and Analytics

But like many digital transformation efforts, awareness, 
interest, and intent does not automatically translate to 
implementation and subsequent success. The benefits 
companies will reap from AI and ML algorithms are highly 
dependent on the work they put in, and many companies 
are also realizing that the more they learn about it, the more 
challenging it becomes. AI programs will do exponentially 
more work than a human can once they know what job to 
do, but teaching them is a hands-on experience. 

One respondent to the Skift and AWS survey summed 
this up: “We are currently facing difficulty in analyzing the 
data as we have small resources, and we have to serve our 
customers,” the executive noted. “Sometimes automatic 
replies to the customer are not up to the mark.”

This type of experience is perhaps one reason more than 
half of travel companies are not planning to implement 
AI/ML at this time (8.1 percent), are not sure about it yet 
(18.3 percent), or are in the early stages (26.1 percent). 
Among those that have put AI programs into place, about 
15 percent of companies said their data analytics were 
“fair” or that there were any number of holes in their data 
(compared to 8 percent in 2021), and 5 percent said “poor”; 
that is, they are just starting to get visibility (compared to 
just 2 percent who said the same in 2021). 

A fear of loss of control underlies the misconception that 
AI will gain an outsized influence on decision-making 
and circumvent the opportunity for human intervention. 
If used as directed, insights from AI and ML algorithms 
give organizations far more control over their ability to 
make better, more informed decisions. AI bots don’t make 
judgments — that’s not what they’re designed to do. They 
surface insights that are undetectable and let people make 
the call. 

A good example of this relationship comes from recent 
astronomical news. The new James Webb Space 
Telescope doesn’t name new galaxies or stars, or even 
tell viewers that’s what they are — it just shows what’s out 
there and what couldn’t be seen before. 

“The greatest application of artificial intelligence and 
machine learning is having systems looking for insights 
on how to improve your operating experience or your 
customer experience on your behalf,” said Elinson. “Those 
insights are provided to an analyst or somebody inside 
of the organization that can then prioritize them and 
determine what experiments to run in order to prove or 
disprove those hypotheses.”
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https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/10/science/nasa-webb-telescope-images.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/10/science/nasa-webb-telescope-images.html
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AI and ML might be considered a back-of-house function 
out of sight of the traveler. But no matter the application, 
there’s a customer experience aspect. 

For example, in the airline business, preventative 
maintenance, anomaly detection, and ramp and gate 
operations are all efforts to decrease the time to turn 
around an aircraft, which in turn is going to make guests 
happier. On the operations side, European airline Ryanair 
built an ML model that uses sensors to analyze anywhere 
from 5 million to 60 million data points per hour per flight 
to predict potential maintenance issues. Across the fleet, 
that’s more than 3 billion data points every hour. By doing 
this, the airline has been able to anticipate potential issues 
up to four days ahead of time. 

This is a vivid quantitative example of the technical 
capabilities that a well-designed AI algorithm can provide. 
Another Ryanair AI project involves something more 
relatable: understanding how many of their popular ham 
and cheese sandwiches should be on board each flight. 

The company built an aptly named “panini predictor” to 
help them stock appropriately. 

“Your holiday starts on the aircraft,” said Aoife Greene, 
Ryanair ’s deputy director, ancillary and head of retail. 
“People want their gin and tonic. They want their ham and 
cheese panini. They want to sit back and relax. They don't 
want to hear, ‘no, that’s not available.’ It’s our job to make 
sure no one is disappointed.”

It’s not an easy calculation to make. Ryanair has more than 
500 aircraft and nearly 3,000 flights a day. Each plane has 
limited space for food and beverage — five trollies’ worth 
— and stocking occurs only once per day. 

“I often joke that my colleagues who manage fuel consumption 
have an easy life,” added Greene. “They know where a 
particular plane is going, and they know how long it will take 
to get there. I have no way of knowing [who’s going to be on 
board and how much they’re going to eat].” 

https://www.aboutamazon.com/news/aws/how-a-ham-and-cheese-sandwich-got-its-own-algorithm
https://www.aboutamazon.com/news/aws/how-a-ham-and-cheese-sandwich-got-its-own-algorithm
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Resurgent demand has also underscored the need 
for automation support. Customer service call volume 
inevitably increases with travel volume, and companies are 
having trouble keeping up. A July 2022 analysis of airline 
customer service wait times found that phone queues 
were routinely over an hour, while chats were much more 
efficient. This isn’t terribly surprising, as many issues 
that customer service call centers field have requisite 
complexity demanding a personal response. However, by 
automating routine requests and making sure customers 
know where to go when they have such requests, travel 
brands can significantly improve customer service and 
employee efficiency. That, in fact, gives them more leverage 
to provide personal touch and individualized service. 

“Certain things should be automated, but certain other 
things should be sent directly to the agent for handling 
because it’s a more difficult use case and it’s going to be 
frustrating for the customer,” said Meg Swiatkowski, director 
of marketing for NLX, which provides customer self-service 
automation solutions. “It’s important to always take that 
human-first approach of what’s best for your end user and 
then understand how that works with your channel system.” 
 
According to Gartner data, between 20 percent and 50 
percent of all help desk calls are to reset a password, and 
Forrester Research estimated that the average help desk labor 
cost for a single password reset is $70. Pushing those requests 
to automated channels is imperative at a time when travel 
disruptions are common. It’s also easy to see the long-term 
value in using intelligent systems to sort these requests and 
make sure the customers with the most complex needs are 
speaking with customer service agents as soon as possible.    

“We’re seeing a lot of companies exploring conversational 
AI, and our success from a company perspective comes 
in when the client gets to touch the technology,” added 
Swiatkowski. “It ’s like describing how a roller coaster 
works versus being on a roller coaster. You can explain that 
the force of gravity propels the car up and down, but when 
you experience it, then you get excited about it. And that’s 
where we’ve seen a lot of minds changing.”

 “Certain things should be 

automated, but certain other 

things should be sent directly 

to the agent for handling 

because it’s a more difficult 

use case and it’s going to be 

frustrating for the customer.”

Meg Swiatkowski
Director of marketing
NLX 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/airline-customer-service-wait-times-11650999776
https://www.infosecurity-magazine.com/webinars/password-management-getting/
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Throughout the travel ecosystem, digital transformation is 
redefining the operational environment and each stage of 
the customer journey. To understand the depth and breadth 
of the industry’s digital priorities, Skift and AWS asked travel 
executives to consider both their top business goals for the 
next several years and how they are using digital solutions 
to drive those business initiatives forward. 

Travel leaders pinpointed customer service improvements 
as their No. 1 business goal in 2022 and 2023 by quite a 
wide margin. Nearly 50 percent selected “improve customer 
service” as one of their top three objectives for the next two 
years. The second-most popular answer was to improve 
marketing and advertising effectiveness, with 42.1 percent 
of executives choosing that response.   

The other two themes executives are rallying around as 
they approach the coming year are operational efficiency — 
reducing costs, adapting to volatile market conditions, and 
lessening environmental impact — as well as labor issues 
like improving diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), and 
attracting and retaining talent overall. 

The path to a transformative culture requires a holistic view 
of the business, regardless of which piece any individual 
department is addressing. This section of the report 
explores use cases and applications for digital solutions in 
each area travel executives identified as top business goals. 
By understanding how to solve different problems, travel 
companies can gain a better understanding of where to 
start, accelerate, and enhance digital journeys on a path to 
build better customer and employee experiences alongside 
more profitable businesses. 

THREE CRITICAL AREAS WHERE DIGITAL 
SOLUTIONS ARE DRIVING TRAVEL INNOVATION 
 

Travel Companies’ Top Business Goals in 
2022 and 2023
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Travelers have said loud and clear that 
they want personalized, self-service 
options throughout their customer 
journey. They want brands to know 
them and to be able to anticipate their 
needs at every turn. They recognize 
that they’re giving vast amounts of 
personal data to these companies — 
especially if they’re loyalty members 
— and they expect brands to be good 
stewards of that information and 
provide value in return. 

Travel companies are well aware of 
this demand, and they ’re making 
strong efforts to offer more personal 
experiences. According to the Skift 
and AWS survey, more than half of 
travel executives said that being 
available across touchpoints at any 
given time was the digital strategy 
that will have the biggest impact on 
their efforts to improve customer 
service in 2022. Another 43.3 percent 
said offering always-on, automated 
communications options was a key 

1. CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE 

Top Digital Strategies for Customer Service Initiatives

factor in offering better customer 
service to guests. 

Furthermore, travelers want flexibility 
to access customized booking options 
and self-service their own needs, which 
has now become a critical offering 
for travel and hospitality companies. 
About one-third of respondents said 
that flexible payment and reservation 
options, as well as contactless check-
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in and self-service kiosks, were important digital initiatives that 
would drive the success of their efforts.   

The shift to contactless check-in, automated messaging, 
and self-service kiosks that popped up out of necessity 
during the pandemic are important changes. What began as 
the only means to stay open became a much wider breadth 
of choices for customers during their experiences. These 
enhancements get most of the attention because they’re 
highly visible to all travelers, they’re representative of the 
shared experience during Covid, and they rolled out widely 
all at the same time. Many other areas of the customer 
journey still need a lot of work to meet the needs and 
demands of customers — even simple, everyday requests. 
 
As an example of back-end efficiencies driving front-of-
house guest satisfaction, Hilton recently worked with AWS 
to migrate its central reservation system to the cloud. This 
allowed them to tap into data that was previously unavailable, 
and through this process Hilton unlocked the ability to 
understand which rooms were connecting or adjoining. 

Though it sounds relatively mundane, that piece of 
information was one of its highest causes of poor customer 
experience and of operational inefficiencies. In the 
past, guests could reserve adjoining rooms through the 
centralized system, but it wasn’t guaranteed because the 
information about those rooms lived at the property level. 
Guests would immediately call the centralized contact 
center to try to get it guaranteed, which, of course, the 
call center agent was unable to accommodate. By making 
this information available system-wide, Hilton claims to 
have become the first brand to be able to offer confirmed 
connecting or joining reservations at time of reservation. 

“Confirming connected rooms at the time of customer booking 
answers a major customer frustration and significantly reduces 
contact to the hotel at our contact center,” said Michael Leidinger, 
CIO of Hilton, during a session at the 2021 AWS re:Invent 
conference. “Being able to offer this to our guests means a deeper 
understanding of our inventory than we’ve ever had before.”

Customers want to be able to customize and personalize their 
experience, starting all the way at the beginning of the inspiration 
and dreaming phase of their journey through to when they share 
their experiences and leave their reviews. The key to making this 
happen is customer data. The proliferation of digital touchpoints 
means that customers are sending clear signals about how to 
serve them better, and they’re asking companies to listen.   

For example, Expedia Group’s new Smart Shopping feature, 
which recently launched for hotel stays, is a simplified way 
of showing the customer a room rate or an upsell. Typically, 
they’d see a queen room offered with a rate for no credit 
card, with free breakfast, with two chairs instead of one. 

“There were like eight million options,” said Rick Fast, senior 
vice president, experience engineering, Expedia Group. “We’ve 
collapsed it down and given them a more incremental view so 
that they could say ‘Oh, I want to add this for five dollars."

The new recommendations are powered through a single AI/
ML platform, which also leverages converged user data to 
make the personalized experience much better across the 
customer’s entire journey. 

“Bringing our customer data together helps us better 
optimize how we sell,” Fast added. “The more we know 
about the trip you’re building, the better we can help you 

"Bringing our customer data together helps us better optimize how we sell. The more 

we know about the trip you're building, the better we can help you pick the right pieces 

to complete the trip, regardless of which one of our sites you're using." 

Rick Fast
Senior vice president, experience engineering 
Expedia Group

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=otmTG1zbb6Q&t=1311s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=otmTG1zbb6Q&t=1311s
https://advertising.expedia.com/blog/events/key-takeaways-from-explore-22/
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pick the right pieces to complete that trip, regardless of 
which one of our sites you’re using.” 

When it comes to their initiatives to improve customer data 
to drive marketing and advertising effectiveness — and, by 
extension, the customer experience itself — travel executives 
appear to understand the problem, but their survey 
responses indicate that they may not fully understand the 
steps to take for the solution. 

More than half (51.5 percent) said the digital strategy that will 
have the biggest impact on their marketing and advertising 
is personalizing products, services, and messages. And 
they recognize they need to deliver that information by 
identifying and optimizing the most effective channels.

At the same time, just 22.2 percent said that improving how 
they identify, integrate, and collect data was a top strategy, 
which goes hand in hand with the first two objectives. 
Personalization efforts are only as good as the data brands 
have and make use of — which is a proxy for how well 
they know the customer — and that’s really the first step in 
making good on any of these strategies. 

of a very complex set of processes,” said Caleb Benningfield, 
principal solution architect, Amperity, who spoke with Skift for 
a May 2022 research report on marketing to travelers across 
the customer journey. “You have to then take it and standardize 
it, and you have to resolve [customer] identity from different 
silos, and you have to then populate that identity back out to all 
the behaviors and roll that into a single view.”

As an example, Wyndham Hotels & Resorts wanted to expand 
their loyalty program and drive direct bookings. However, the 
teams did not have access to the data they needed to guide 
business decisions and optimize their marketing programs. 
Customer profiles were scattered across disparate systems, 
and any attempt to match and merge that data was done 
through manual and inaccurate methods. 

By bringing their data into an Amperity CDP built on AWS, 
they were able to create unified customer profiles for both 
Wyndham’s loyalty and non-loyalty members. That gave 
their teams a single source of truth for customer insights, 
and the ability to segment audiences and send targeted 
messaging to increase bookings and loyalty sign-ups.

Optimizing digital marketing with their first-party data, 
Wyndham saw up to a 60 percent improvement in 
conversion rate and up to a 35 percent reduction in media 
costs between January and June 2021.

This case study — aside from showing the possibilities of 
utilizing a unified CDP to bring together customer data from 
multiple channels — underscores the flexibility that digital 
solutions provide as unpredictable scenarios inevitably 
continue to arise. Things change constantly, and to expect 
people to stay the same amidst that chaos is naive. The 
ability to consistently keep up to date with personal data and 
preferences is the cornerstone of customer experience and 
satisfaction.

“Having a robust understanding of our guests and what 
drives them to stay with our franchisees is essential to our 
business,” said Lisa Checchio, chief marketing officer at 
Wyndham Hotels & Resorts. “Through a complete 360 
guest view, we can unlock insights that allow us to be 
timelier, more efficient and more effective in our efforts to 
engage the everyday traveler.”
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“Companies often equate unifying customer data with just 
putting it all in one place, and the fact is that that’s one step 

https://skift.com/insight/new-report-how-travel-brands-are-using-customer-data-to-drive-growth/
https://skift.com/insight/new-report-how-travel-brands-are-using-customer-data-to-drive-growth/
https://amperity.com/customers/wyndham
https://amperity.com/blog/wyndham-teams-up-with-amperity
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One of the biggest promises of digital 
transformation is the opportunity to 
retire clunky, siloed, single-function 
legacy systems and unify efforts 
across departments, effectively 
achieving higher efficiency (and, by 
extension, cost savings).

Among travel executives, 44.6 percent 
said that they see moving software to the 
cloud as the digital strategy most likely 
to reduce operational costs, followed by 
40.7 percent that flagged the “elasticity” 
feature that Elinson referenced — the 
ability to scale up and down as needed 
by paying as you go for what you use, 
in contrast to development and upkeep 
of in-house, on-premises data systems 
regardless of the business situation. 
 
The industry is well attuned to the 
customer benefits of digital solutions 
as well, with more than 35 percent of 
companies considering guest-facing 
self-service and automation tools as key 
methods to optimize their operations. 

2. COST CONTAINMENT, OPERATIONAL EFFICIENCY, AND SUSTAINABILITY 

Top Digital Strategies for Cost Reduction and Operational 
Efficiency

The question is not whether these 
options are on the table, but rather, 
how fast they can be implemented, 
followed then by the question of what 
scaling the technology and ultimately 
transforming the organization and 
customer experience around it will 
look like.   
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For example, Expedia Group’s Open World initiative is 
built on the foundation of an integrated tech stack. With 
half a dozen consumer brands each operating on its own 
tech stack — including its flagship, Hotels.com; CarRentals.
com; Hotwire; and more — the organization realized it 
could share similar capabilities and run the entire system 
more efficiently. This has opened up other opportunities, 
such as implementing a single search function, creating 
unified customer profiles across brands, and offering new 
insurance products seamlessly across their properties. 

“A lot of the work is getting our experiences on the same 
tech stack, so that customers can enjoy all of our consumer 
brands,” said Rick Fast of Expedia Group. “Convergence 
onto a single customer experience platform will deliver 
bigger wins across channels so now all consumers can 
benefit. The scale of impact for B2C is significant.”

The transformation extends beyond optimizing costs. With 
guest expectations changing instantly during the pandemic, 
traditional key performance indicators changed overnight — 
behavior patterns, measures of success, everything. Companies 
that didn’t have digital systems in place to handle that shift 
fell behind from a guest experience and potential profitability 
standpoint. And those that had them could level up. 

“If you were basing your world off old patterns, old algorithms, 
or old truths, suddenly you’d calculate a new outcome and 
it’d be wrong,” said Brian Kirkland, chief information officer for 
Choice Hotels International. “If you have the power of AI and 
ML, it can figure out quickly that no, there’s a new metric that 
matters, and there’s a new KPI that’s different.”   

Part and parcel of the transformation conversation is 
incorporating sustainability. Travelers want to partner with 
brands that are actively making efforts to reduce their impact. 
For the most part, travel companies understand the influence 
they have on carbon emissions and waste in general and want 
to make a difference. 

About 46 percent of travel executives said that analyzing 
data to manage waste is their No. 1 priority when it comes to 
sustainability efforts. Nearly 40 percent also said that collecting 
and measuring carbon footprint data was important for them. 
Everyone’s aware of the impact from massive laundry or food 

and beverage operations at hotels, or fuel usage at airlines and 
car rental companies, but these examples only scratch the 
surface of the travel industry’s overall impact. The promise of 
tracking this information more effectively would be a huge step 
in reducing the industry’s footprint.

Top Digital Strategies for Sustainability 
Efforts

To make good on these strategies, companies need to start 
with data collection and understand their benchmarks. The 
cloud plays an integral role in sustainability efforts as well, 
since IoT sensors and building management systems and 
programs to run AI or ML to measure water consumption, 
air quality, energy, and waste all require processes that can 
handle vast amounts of data input.

Moving to the cloud is also perceived as a carbon-reducing 
measure in its own right, with 42.6 percent of executives saying 
that they see this as a top digital strategy contributing to their 
sustainability efforts. Data backs up this assumption. A study 
by 451 Research found that AWS’s infrastructure is 3.6 times 
more energy efficient than the median of U.S. enterprise data 
centers surveyed. When companies move to the AWS cloud 
from on-premises infrastructure, the study revealed that they 
typically reduce carbon emissions by 88 percent by using 77 
percent fewer servers and 84 percent less power.

“If you look at it purely on the tech front, we pay attention to 
things like how much energy we are consuming,” said Kirkland. 
“We can do things much more efficiently in the cloud than in our 
own data centers, and it’s helping us not only evolve what we do 
on the business side, but also how we impact the environment.”

0%

45.9%

42.6%

39.8%

34.9%

32.9%

29.7%

https://advertising.expedia.com/blog/events/key-takeaways-from-explore-22/
https://sustainability.aboutamazon.com/carbon_reduction_aws.pdf
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From a broader sustainability perspective, Choice Hotels 
recently partnered with Schneider Electric to track utility 
usage and consumption across its franchised hotels as part of 
the Choice Hotel Owner Profitability program. One property 
in Florida had an excessive water bill and was able to uncover 
that it was leaking 4 to 6 inches of water a day. Correcting 
the problem resulted in recouping $36,000 in profits — not to 
mention the environmental benefit from curbing that waste.   

These efforts are critical for the industry to reduce its 
environmental impact. However, travelers have to play a role 
as well. Less than 30 percent of travel executives said that 
providing sustainable data or booking options to travelers 
was a key strategy supporting their efforts. 

While it’s true that travel companies have a lot of internal 
work to do, one of the main barriers to sustainability in the 
industry (and globally in the wider consumer market) is 
their customers’ lack of participation. Right now, customers 
see it as a corporate responsibility rather than a shared 
responsibility, which is in part on the companies themselves. 
The more that travel brands can invite their customers to 
participate alongside them and offer tangible benefits for 
doing so, the more successful their initiatives will be. This, in 
itself, is a transformative way of thinking.    

“We need to know what’s going in the hotel in terms of energy, 
water… whatever it takes to have a global perspective and 
knowledge of what's going on,” said Meliá Hotels’ Palomino. 
“At the same time, we want to communicate to the customer 
and how this is evolving.” 

The digital transformation process for any individual 
company draws a lot of parallels to sustainability and 
broader corporate social responsibility (CSR) programs. It’s 
always important to chip away at discrete issues, but a truly 
transformative program is engrained in the culture and the 
brand ethos from the C-suite to all stakeholders, including 
employees and customers. 

“There’s a pattern of analysis paralysis, and some folks want 
to be able to create this three-year roadmap, understand 
every single risk, mitigate all of those risks, and have a 
clear path to be able to make that 100 percent digital 

"If you were basing your 

world off of old patterns, 

old algorithms, or old 

truths, suddenly you'd 

calculate a new outcome 

and you'd be wrong. If 

you have the power of AI 

and ML, it can figure out 

quickly that there's a new 

metric that matters, and 

there's a new KPI that's 

different."

Brian Kirkland
Chief information officer
Choice Hotels International

transformation,” Elinson said. “The reality is that there’s no 
way you’re going to be able to do that — we have to continue 
our business operations at the same time while we’re 
modernizing and innovating.”
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Invest in modernized
employee software

Invest in diversity, equity, and
inclusion (DEI) software/technology

Provide digital training
opportunities to current employees

Automate routine customer
service tasks

Provide more customer
self-service options

Use AI/ML to identify 
at-risk employees

0%

52.7%

43.2%

41.4%

28.8%

28.5%

22.6%

The labor shortage in the travel 
industry is getting a lot of ink right 
now, given that there are far more 
jobs available than people taking 
them. Many factors contribute to this, 
both pandemic-related (perceptions 
around health concerns, unruly 
customers, travel chaos) and longer-
term systemic issues (underpayment, 
inflexible schedules, competition from 
other industries). 

While the short-term issues will likely 
resolve, the fundamental concerns 
employees have about returning to 
or entering the travel and hospitality 
workforce require a thoughtful 
response for systemic change. The 
good news is that the industry is well 
attuned to these challenges, at least 
as far as executive sentiment from the 
Skift and AWS survey shows. 

More than half of respondents (52.7 
percent) said that the most impactful 
digital strategy to help attract and 

3. LABOR ISSUES AND TALENT RETENTION 

retain employees would be investment 
in modernized employee software. 
The legacy systems that many travel 
companies continue to employ are not 
only outdated; employees have to put 
in significant time and effort to train 
on them. Especially considering digital 
natives just entering the workforce for 
the first time, onboarding and ease of 
use is a critical factor. People in non-
technical roles want to use technologies 
they recognize from their everyday lives 
where possible. 

Top Digital Strategies to Attract and Retain Talent
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There’s another side to it as well. As Choice Hotels is closing 
its data centers as it shifts operations to the cloud, the 
company didn’t want to lose good people because they felt 
obsolete alongside the systems they helped create. At the 
same time, if legacy workers try to apply legacy skills to new 
technology, they won’t be able to leverage its opportunities. 

“A big part of the transformation is that it’s new, so people 
have to be taught and learn how to leverage the technology,” 
said Kirkland. “We can’t just expect them to instantly 
understand how to do that new job.”

The company developed a cloud training program for its 
employees, recognizing that upskilling its tech workers 
will have a long-term positive effect on retention, which 
translates to success for the business as well. 

“If they try to apply what they used to do to the new technology, 
they’re never going to tap into the potential, so teaching them 
the art of the possible is important for what we wanted to 
do with training,” Kirkland added. “In some ways, people are 
fearful that the cloud and automation will take away jobs, but 
the reality is it opens up that person to do a new job.”

Companies are striving to retain workers amidst a shortage 
of staff in all roles. Recognizing these needs, more than 40 
percent of executives said that digital solutions to support DEI 
and employee training are critical to their success. DEI, like 
sustainability, can mean any number of things to different people 
in different settings. But ultimately, it’s about making employees 
feel welcome, that they have growth opportunities, and that they 
are contributing to something greater than themselves. 

“Retention in the travel and hospitality industry is a challenge, 
and making the position focus on fewer error-prone, manual, 

repetitive tasks makes individuals see a job as an actual career,” 
said Elinson. “There's certainly a culture and an energy about 
people that are drawn to a life of service inside of this industry, 
and [enabling this ability for personal service] makes it more 
rewarding and it makes them more likely to have a long career.”

Aside from general corporate programs that help employees 
feel supported and appreciated, AI and automation can 
also help them feel like their contributions matter. As 
companies implement digital solutions in customer-facing 
and employee-facing channels, the work is becoming easier 
to manage for staff, and it gives them a more hands-on role 
that is also better for customer service. 

For example, the pandemic provided a stark realization that 
centralized, physical, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. call centers are not 
only unnecessary in most cases, but also impractical and 
even detrimental for both customer service — as customers 
have problems at any given time of day — and for employee 
satisfaction and retention. Just think of the difference it might 
make for someone like a new parent or a full-time caretaker 
to accept a job as a customer service agent if they could take 
calls all night from home versus having to come into an office 
at that time. 

“Conversational AI is a win for the customer, the employees, 
and the company,” said NLX’s Swiatkowski. “The customer 
enjoys efficient and effective self-service for simple inquiries 
without ever being on hold. Because those simple inquiries are 
automated, agents handle more difficult customer inquiries that 
empower them to put on their problem-solver hats, and it makes 
their jobs more interesting and enjoyable. Companies can boast 
lower hold times and more cost-effective customer service, 
which is a great return on investment for all stakeholders.”

“Retention in the travel and hospitality industry is a challenge, and making 

the position focus on fewer error-prone, manual, repetitive tasks makes it more 

rewarding and helps individuals see a job as an actual career.”

Steven M. Elinson
Managing director, travel and hospitality
AWS

https://aws.amazon.com/solutions/case-studies/choice-hotels-aws-training-and-certification-case-study/
https://aws.amazon.com/solutions/case-studies/choice-hotels-aws-training-and-certification-case-study/
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Transformation — a “thorough and dramatic change in form 
or appearance” — is more than a collection of technological 
upgrades in one area or another. A holistic digital transformation 
strategy starts at the top and spreads organization-wide. 

At AWS’s recent Industry Innovators event for the travel and 
hospitality industry, Jason Birnbaum, chief information officer 
at United Airlines, emphasized that many organizations 
focus too heavily on the digital transformation destination as 
opposed to the journey. It’s understandably tempting to want 
to know everything. But just look at the past several years — 
no one could have predicted the way things played out. 

“We were spending a lot of cycles debating and trying to 
come up with perfect standards, and it wasn’t working for 
us,” Birnbaum said. “So, we democratized it. We challenged 
all of our teams to get started, pick an application and go. 
We ended up unleashing the organization, and I have to say 
it surpassed my expectations.” 

The ability to use today’s cloud technology, AI, and data 
analytics to gather even more precise information gives 

CONCLUSION

travel companies power that they’ve never experienced 
before. Using those tools to understand the business better 
now will inevitably give companies a more comprehensive 
view of where they stand and how they can pivot and scale 
in both expected and unexpected scenarios. 

But these technologies don’t mean they can predict 
the future any better now than they could previously. 
Companies that recognize digital transformation as an 
ongoing evolution and reinvention of their business in 
context with the changing world at large — in contrast to a 
task or a project that just has to get done because it’s the 
latest trend — will position themselves best to succeed and 
adapt as the next 15 to 20 years unfold. 

“There’s a reason the discipline of change management 
has been around for a hundred years,” said Elinson. “Just 
because we’re doing things digitally, don’t forget about that 
skill. There’s always going to be a technology component 
to digital transformation, but the companies that are very 
successful recognize that, actually, people and processes 
come first.”

https://pages.awscloud.com/GLOBAL-field-OE-Industry-Innovators-Travel-Hospitality-2022-reg-event.html
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ABOUT SKIFT ABOUT AWS

Skift is the largest intelligence platform in travel, providing 

media, insights, and marketing to key sectors of the industry. 

Through daily news, research, podcasts, and Skift Global 

Forum conferences, Skift deciphers and defines the trends 

that matter to the marketers, strategists, and technologists 

shaping the industry.

SkiftX is Skift’s in-house content marketing studio, working 

collaboratively with partners like Adobe, Airbnb, Hyatt, Lyft, 

Mastercard, and many more on custom projects to engage 

the world’s largest audience of travel influencers and decision 

makers.

AWS Travel and Hospitality is the global industry practice 

for Amazon Web Services (AWS), with a charter to support 

customers as they accelerate cloud adoption. Companies 

around the world across every segment of the travel and 

hospitality industry — and of every size — run on AWS. This 

includes industry leaders like Airbnb, Avis Budget Group, 

Best Western, Booking.com, Choice Hotels, Delta Air Lines, 

DoorDash, Dunkin’ Brands, Expedia Group, Korean Air, 

Ryanair, SiteMinder, Sysco, Toast, TUI, United Airlines, and 

Wyndham Hotels & Resorts. These companies and many 

others are transforming their businesses by using technology 

to enhance customer experiences and increase operational 

efficiency. For more information about AWS Travel and 

Hospitality, please visit aws.com/travel. Visit skiftx.com to learn more or email skiftx@skift.com.

http://aws.com/travel
http://skiftx.com

