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I n order to achieve success in the increasingly competit ive
Hong Kong travel industry, it is essential to util ise effective

strategies for maximising opportunities for new and repeat business.
The ability to successfully sell travel-related products to an in-
creasingly diverse and discerning range of cl ients requires a
thorough analysis of existing practice and the application of
innovative sales techniques to enhance client satisfaction.

What are the challenges facing travel sales professionals?
A 2005 study identif ied five of the most diff icult chal lenges
related to sales success: (1) leveraging potential of performers;
(2) generating qualified prospects; (3) difficulty selling new products
and services; (4) increasing revenue with fewer people and resources;
and (5) leveraging customer data to drive sales strategy.

What is the proven way to overcome these challenges
with minimum effort and cost? Train your sales staff to en-
gage in active listening. Why? Because in the highly competi-
tive travel business, developing your sales staff to listen effec-
tively is an inexpensive but highly effective way to differentiate
the level of service which you provide to your cl ients. Effec-
tively listening to your clients is also a great way to avoid lost
revenue which results from misunderstandings, non-repeat business
and, in the worst-case scenario, litigation.

While we all recognise the importance of effective listening,
it is all too easy to simply hear what we want to hear or to let
our preconceived notions about the speaker influence our will-
ingness to really comprehend his or her message. Just because
most of us have the physical ability to hear does not mean that
we are really effective listeners. Research has shown that most
managers spend up to 90% of their day listening to their
bosses, their clients and their colleagues, and that while
hospitality managers rate their own listening abilities to be
"very good", their employees consistently rate their manager's
listening skills as considerably less effective.

The increasingly global nature of the travel and tourism
industry complicates the matter even further because of the
challenges inherent in cross-cultural communication: language
barriers, accents or the inability of the listener to decipher slang,
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jargon or idioms. Throw in al l the sources of office "external
noise" created by telephones, computers, mobile phones, fax
machines, photocopiers, BlackBerry's and people's voices into
the mix, and it is no wonder that we have lost the abi l ity to
pause, concentrate and listen effectively to our clients.

The role of Internet technology has also affected our ability
to listen effectively. While the positive economic effects of web-
based marketing for the travel and tourism industry cannot
be underestimated, it is important that we do not lose sight of
the importance of the client/supplier relationship. Solid, long-
term relationships are based on mutual understanding and trust.

In order for your external and inter-
nal clients (your colleagues!) to trust
you, you first have to listen, understand
and respond to their specif ic needs.
As depicted in the Chinese character
for "listen" (see Figure), effective listening
involves our ears, our eyes and our
heart. Eliminate one feature and is
it still listening, or just hearing?

Most travel and tourism-related
businesses conduct a significant pro-

portion of their business via the telephone, yet few enterprises
recognise the connection between listening effectiveness and
marketing effectiveness. The findings of a recent study found
that the perceived attentiveness of the company represen-
tative is a direct driver of encounter satisfaction and, most
importantly, repeat business.

So, how can you, as a travel sales professional, improve
your listening abil ities? The first step to becoming a more ef-
fective listener is to raise your awareness and become an ac-
tive and empathetic listener. Research has shown that active
empathetic listening (AEL) is superior to mere active lis-
tening in the effective performance of the personal selling
process. The benefits of using AEL are that salespeople can
better understand customer concerns in the short term and
better counsel their customers in the long term.

Here is an example of how the five-step AEL process
plays out in a travel sales encounter:
1. Travel sales agents using AEL actively l isten to what their

customers are saying (understanding): "He wants to fly X
Airways to city A."

2. They compare their f irst impressions of the meaning with
other known factors to detect the real meaning (interpreting):
"He really wants to fly X Airways because it has direct flights
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to the destination."
3. They use relevant information to judge the likely significance

of the message in its context (evaluating) : "He wants to
depart as soon as possible!"

4. They store the message and its ramifications in their memo-
ries for use at a later date (remembering): "He was pleased
with X Airways the last time he flew it, but he didn't l ike Y
Airways, so I won't suggest that again."

5. They respond to the speakers to indicate that they have been
heard (responding): "I can book a seat on an X Airways flight
that departs tomorrow." (Responses can take a verbal or
written form.)

The implications for management are that hiring staff or
training current travel sales staff to practise AEL has real, tan-
gible business benefits. While not all travel sales interactions
require a high level of relationship development, researchers
found that effective salespeople who use their listening ability
to establish and maintain relationships do create added value
for their clients.

Still not convinced? Take the 30-day listening challenge. For
the next 30 days, become a more active and empathetic listener.
Pause, turn down the sources of distracting "noise" (including
your racing mind!) and really listen to everyone with whom you
come into contact. Ask specific questions of your clients and
confirm your understanding. Paraphrase what you have heard to
confirm that you have heard the message correctly. Focus on
what the client needs, not what you need from them. Also, keep
in mind that being efficient may not necessarily be the ultimate
aim; quality customer relationships are built on trust and goodwill,
which take time. Not only will this exercise improve your pro-
fessional relationships, it will also increase your travel sales through
repeat business and positive word-of-mouth promotion.

Given that the number one challenge facing travel sales
managers internationally is leveraging the potential of their performers,
AEL techniques are an inexpensive, yet highly effective sales
tool. Communication competence, especially l istening, is cen-
tral to effective functioning in organisations. Given the competitive,
customer-driven nature of the travel industry, effective listen-
ing may be one means of competitive advantage resulting in

enhanced service satisfaction and profitability. 
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at the School of Hotel and Tourism Management, The Chi-
nese University of Hong Kong.

�� !




