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hings are not as they seem. The economy is in meltdown, consumer
Tconfidence is at an all-time low and the very foundations of our global
financial system are being challenged. Pick up any quality newspaper or
business magazine and you read of business after business going through
gut-wrenching change.
Zoom into the travel industry and the picture looks equally bleak.
The International Air Transport Association predicts global airline losses of
US$4.7 billion while our region will be hit hardest with Asia Pacific carriers
expected to post losses of US$1.7 billion (significantly worse than the previ-
ous loss forecast of US$1.1 billion). Fleet reductions, route cancellations and
seat sales are now a daily occurrence. Travel is often cited as a good barom-
eter of the global economy, and these days both are showing all the signs of

a slowdown.

Adversity and opportunity come in pairs
But there is an oddity to this whole picture. Walk into any airport and you

will still see a mass of people taking to the skies. Frequent flyer lounges
remain generally busy and city centre hotels still bustle with out-of-towners
seeking sanctuary. While the media report a world grinding to a halt, the
reality seems to be a little different. It's like we're experiencing two parallel
worlds simultaneously — one of adversity and the other of opportunity.

However, this may not be as strange as it first appears. To understand
this oddity | want to introduce you to an interesting man called Adam
Jackson, who has just published a masterpiece titled “The Flipside: Finding
the Hidden Opportunities in Life”. It will be one of this year's bestsellers
and if you haven't got a copy yet, you need to. The timing of its publica-
tion couldn't have been better for one simple reason: it clearly explains the
paradox of the two worlds — adversity and opportunity — we are currently
experiencing.

Having spent years exploring adversity, Jackson has come
to the conclusion that every problem or obstacle, however big
or small, offers an equivalent or greater benefit. In short, tough
times offer opportunity: it's just that we can’t see it because we
focus on the hardship. So while the world economy contracts and it ap-
pears that there are fewer prospects, numerous opportunities exist but we
are simply blind to them because we are focusing inwards or only focusing
on the negatives. Dial optimism back into our thinking and suddenly it's like
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somebody’s turned the light on.

I'd like to reframe some issues and shine the light on four areas affect-
ing our industry. | want to dial us back into the opportunities and possible
pay-offs that exist today. | want to help re-boot our collective thinking and
get us re-focused on building our future. | want to get you excited not only
about our industry’s potential for change but your potential for change.

Marketing in glorious colour
In today’s environment we constantly hear and read about the ever-reducing

number of people travelling. We are told carriers are cutting capacity be-
cause the general public isn't travelling any more, and the assumption is
we'll sit around and wait it out until they return. The prevailing strategy is
one of reduction and hope — a reduction in revenue expectations and a
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hope that your pockets are deep enough to survive. We have become totally
focused on the problem and have missed a big opportunity: marketing.

Travel agent marketing, whether to corporates or to consumers, is still
relatively unsophisticated. Often travel agents don't have a good handle on
customer acquisition costs, their lifetime value or their buying preferences.
The monotone approach of many agents” marketing communications is
outdated. Today’s savvy customers interact with some of the most
inspiring brands on the planet supported by the most sophisti-
cated advertising campaigns, and yet when they come to buy
travel products and services they are expected to be motivated to
buy from simple flyers that scream prices in the crudest of fonts.
Scan through our daily newspapers and you'll be hard-pressed to find any
meaningful differentiation between travel ads. These advertisements seem to
follow an identical style of "bargain hunting” that is borrowed from a differ-
ent age and leaves the potential buyer totally underwhelmed.

We need to reframe the issue. Fewer customers mean you need to
be more effective in your marketing to win your share of them. Make a
change now and create or hire your first dedicated marketing team. Bring in
freelancers if you can't justify full-time salaries or pay for performance with
direct mail houses and make your visual brand style eye-catching to ensure
the effectiveness of your marketing dollars.

Studies have shown that firms that prosper after an eco-
nomic downturn tend to be those that either maintain or even
increase their marketing spend during the downturn. They see it as
an opportunity to break from the crowd, and make marketing their work. If
it works for Nike and Apple, why shouldn't it work for you?

Talking with customers
Building on the need to market more effectively, | want to single out a very

specific element of the marketing mix which | feel is still largely ignored —
customer communication.

Not only am | a frequent business traveller but | also travel regularly
for personal reasons. | am part of a family of five and we will travel approxi-
mately six times a year. The travel is a mix of long and short haul and half
of those trips occur at the same time, to the same destination every year. |
generally book through one of two travel agents. Both have all my personal
contact details, as well as my booking history. But here is the amazing fact:
neither has ever proactively communicated with me.

Contrast that with my insurance provider. They contact me regularly to
ensure | have all the various types of insurance coverage | may need. They
send me reminders of when a policy needs to be renewed and they send me
regular updates on insurance issues or other insurance available. If they can
create a conversation with me around insurance, why can't my travel agent
do the same around the much more exciting product of travel?

So let's reframe the issue. Instead of being preoccupied that our
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phones aren't ringing with customers placing orders, we need to under-
stand that today the opportunity is to make their phones ring by proactively
reaching out to them. The reality is that many people are still travelling and
you will see them at the airport. However, they are certainly more cautious
when making purchasing decisions, and they are being spoken to directly by
a number of travel providers such as airlines and hotels. If you're not part
of that conversation you will lose out; but you have everything you need to
Create a conversation. So start now by reaching out to your existing
customer base and begin a dialogue with them around their buy-
ing needs. Educate them on the variety and choice of products
available and assure them that you can get them the best value
for money when it comes to their travel needs.

Bringing imagination to your products

During the last month | have been invited to eight seminars introducing me
to new “recession proof” financial products, three updated “recession real
estate” workshops and four brand new “recession-proof your business”
training events. Do you know how many invitations | received on or about
travel products? None. Everyone is telling me that sales are down, volumes
are suffering and trading conditions are soft yet no one is talking about
developing new recessionary products. And | can hear the chorus of voices
harmonising around “but we reduced our prices”. That's not a new prod-
uct, that's called a discount. Imagine if Ford introduced their newest family
sedan, and the only change from the old model was the price. Would that
leave you inspired?

Again, let's reframe the issue. Customers aren’t buying because
their buying criteria have changed, so if you can meet their new
criteria you will achieve sales. Get your best and brightest creative
minds around a whiteboard and map out what your new recessionary prod-
uct offering could look like. These new products will probably be regional as
people look for a better cost-benefit ratio, they will come with a guarantee
s0 as to reduce any perceived risk for the buyer, and lastly, they will likely be
modular so customers can pick and choose the components according to
their financial circumstances.

Be known for something
Much of the conversation today is dominated by discussion on how to main-

tain the status quo, how to simply get through the coming months intact.
The survival mentality has taken root at the expense of healthy entrepreneur-
ial thinking. We look at our industry as one with problems to the
point of obsession, and quite frankly, that's a mistake.

I am not ignoring the perils and challenges that are present in our cur-
rent economic cycle, but it is just that — a cycle and it will pass. If you are
an inherently strong business, with good products and customer service plus
you exercise astute financial management, the odds are in your favour. In
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fact, you're probably in a stronger position today than you were six months
ago. Why? Because so many of your competitors have replaced their desire
to win with one to simply exist. Their business thinking has become paraly-
sed by the problems rather than motivated by the opportunities that exist in
today's environment.

Reframing the issue can look like this. Flip the obsession of
merely existing on its head, and look for areas where you can
excel as the competition drops away. As your competitors focus
on standing still, imagine where your business can surge ahead.
Perhaps this is your opportunity to get a jump-start in establishing an e-
commerce platform, in setting up a franchise network of sub-agents, in set-
ting new levels in marketing or creating a new retailing experience.

Accenture management consultants have done some great work in
this area. They claim that trying to get your business to excel at everything
can be dangerous. It stretches the organisation too thin and can create in-
ternal conflict for management's time as well as resources. Pick a couple of
business areas that hold real value and target those for development to the
point where you become known for them. Think of Apple for design, or more
locally my insurance salesman for customer relationships.

Time to reframe the issues
| opened this piece with the notion that things are not as they seem. | hope

by now some of you agree that they are in fact better than they seemed.
Obstacles and opportunity are two sides of the same coin and
the choice of which side to focus on rests solely with you. Choose
obstacles and watch your business shrink, or choose opportunity
and unlock your future. Adam Jackson has pointed out that the one
overriding characteristic for choosing opportunity is the inherent optimism
in the individual. In my experience, entrepreneurs tend to be optimists and
| therefore hope the ideas shared here will serve as sparks of creativity for
you and your businesses. i

Mr Simon Nowroz is managing director for Asia of Travelport.
Travelport is a global travel conglomerate comprising of global
distribution system (GDS) business that includes Galileo and
Worldspan, and GTA, a hotel and ground service provider. Travel-
port also owns approximately 48% of Orbitz Worldwide, a global
online travel company.



