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SME agents also a force to be reckoned with

AFHELE Staff reporter

Btk o [T Bl P B R H 2t | (2 [ - - NEF M) CRSFLAMS  HEZERERDIETHA
HGHDIRTTAE o JRATHE B AR TR > B AT LU FR IR AW BT S BRBA BE) » #E LS B Bl BHE LT Tt o 1
RECGERECE 8 g Bl > G T T IETE B8P TR el 6 PR R B 1 i AR R LR BRI = AR » o ~ CARIMT =
THEGEWIIE = F bR THRAE = (0P s fR e Y TR AT T —LER i -

Editor’s note: The Pilot Information Technology Development Matching Fund Scheme for Travel Agents (Pilot Scheme; see “Cover Story”, No. 2/2016)
was launched in July this year, targeting SME travel agents with fewer than 50 employees. Travel agents successful in their applications will be granted

a maximum of HK$100,000 on a matching basis in order for them to make use of IT to boost competitiveness and expand business. To inspire and
encourage members to apply for funding from the Pilot Scheme, the TIC invited three groups of students who were taking a Master of Science programme
at the School of Hotel and Tourism Management, The Hong Kong Polytechnic University (Polyll) to conduct three consultancy projects in June and July.

The following is a summary of the main points of the three project reports, with some new points added.
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SME travel agents should grasp the chance, apply for funding and boost their business.
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An overview of SME agents
Q_ s at 1 June this year, the TIC had 1,778 member agents, of

which 96.2% were SME agents; and 36.7% of these SME
agents had set up corporate websites. The adoption of IT by
travel agents, put simply, can be divided into three stages:
first, office automation; second, setting up corporate web-
sites; and third, online marketing and sale of travel products
and services. As far as office automation is concerned, almost all
travel agents should have already entered this stage, though to
varying degrees. Nevertheless, as over 60% of the travel agents
did not have corporate websites, the industry still has a long way
to go in IT adoption.

Lack of capital, lack of knowledge and lack of talent —
these are hurdles SME agents will likely bump into when
they try to adopt IT. Most of the time, they do not think that
there is any need to invest in IT because of their small number
of employees, simple structure, extremely small circle involved in
decision-making, and long-lasting and personal relations with
customers and suppliers. If their decision-makers do not know
much about IT, they may be lagging behind in IT adoption. There
is one more reason why SME agents lack the enthusiasm for IT:
while their staff may not be good at IT, IT experts may not un-
derstand the operation of the trade.

What SME agents have said

The MSc students at PolyU mentioned above interviewed 16 SME
agents either face to face or by telephone in order to understand
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the situation of SME agents. Most (75%) of the agents interviewed
had a mixed mode of business nature including inbound, outbound
and local travel business, and they usually focused on one or two
specific markets. Whereas their customer base was varied, includ-
ing individuals and corporate accounts, most of their customers
were 40 years of age or above. As for sales channels, the
SME agents considered word of mouth to be most important
because their business mainly relied on repeat customers
and referrals. As travel information and travel products could be
conveniently found on the Internet, some of the agents were con-
cerned about losing their customers. Apart from that, all of these
SME agents found online sale of travel products to be their
biggest challenge because travellers could easily book air
tickets or hotel rooms on the websites of online travel agents
(OTAs), or airlines and hotels.

All the agents interviewed had corporate websites, but these
websites only provided basic information such as product informa-
tion, and could neither take bookings nor accept payment. In other
words, their customers could not complete the purchase process
on their websites and still had to rely on the traditional ways to
complete the deals. As far as the application of IT to business
was concerned, 62.5% of them considered it important and
were willing to invest in IT. As for the rest, they put up vari-
ous reasons such as a shortage of capital and insufficient
manpower to explain why they baulked at IT investment
even though they also agreed with the importance of IT.
That most of their customers were aged 40 or above was also
given as one of the reasons for their reluctance.

What outbound travellers have said
To explore the views of Hong Kong residents about Internet use and

travel agents, the MSc students selected 20 local and non-local peo-
ple who lived in Hong Kong, and conducted face-to-face interviews
with them. Half of the interviewees were male and half female,
with 55% of them younger than 30 years of age (Group A) and 45%
older (Group B). They were very well educated: 95% had received
tertiary education, and 60% earned a monthly income more than
HK$20,000. Their occupations differed greatly: 40% of them were in
business or the financial industry, and some were secretaries, stu-
dents, teachers, etc.

Since there were previous research findings suggesting
that travellers aged below or above 30 had huge differences
in their travel behaviour, this project particularly focused
on the similarities and dissimilarities between Group A
and Group B. As far as similarities were concerned, the dominant
source of travel information for both groups was the Internet, and
they sought information from multiple online channels at the same
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time such as search engines, blogs, social media, OTAs, etc, which
was unrelated to their gender, income and frequency of travel. The
most popular source of travel information was blogs because
they contained genuine personal experiences with criticism
as well as praise. Besides, the interviewees in both groups
regarded SME agents as having special expertise in specific
travel products, and tended to book air tickets and hotel rooms
separately to have greater flexibility, sometimes even booking tickets
and rooms directly from airlines and hotels to ensure reliability.

As to dissimilarities between the two groups, there are several
points worth the attention of SME agents. First, Group A travel-
lers, who were younger, usually spent less than two weeks
in planning their trips, which means their service providers
must be conveniently accessible and efficient in operation,
and therefore they did not think poorly of OTAs. On the
other hand, Group B travellers, who were over 30 years old, did
not want anything to go wrong during their trips, especially when
travelling with their family members, and therefore they attached
greater importance to such matters as safety and privacy. Second,
the interviewees in Group A preferred a human touch, and
considered that SME agents knew their needs and expecta-
tions and would proactively tell them if there were good
deals, which is somewhat surprising. Finally, whereas Group A
did not take price as a major factor in making travel decisions, the
older interviewees in Group B were much more price-sensitive.

Recommendations for SME agents
For those SME agents which are prepared to extend their business

through IT, the HK$100,000 subsidy from the Pilot Scheme, though
not a large amount, should be enough to allow them to achieve
quite a lot in the three stages of IT adoption mentioned above, as
that amount is required to be doubled by their own capital.

Take the first stage as an example. Customer Relationship
Management systems are a rather good choice because
through them, SME agents can know the travel habits, pref-
erences, important dates, etc of their customers much better,
and avoid the risk of losing customer information if their
employees resign. As for the second and third stages, if any SME
agents do not have their own corporate websites, it is time to set
up one. The websites must be compatible with the smartphone
screen, and enable the customers to book various travel
products and services and to pay directly. In addition, it is also
worth a try if SME agents market products and services on social
media such as Facebook or develop mobile apps to build up new
customer base after making reference to the features of the travel-

lers mentioned above. T



