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1. Intro and market analysis 
The economic climate put travel companies under pressure in 2009, and the 
industry is predicting slow recovery in 2010. The market place challenges caused 
by the economic climate are still perceived to be the key obstacles, and the key 
market opportunity is expected to be continued growth of online travel sales, 
meaning the web has never been more important to the travel industry.  

A study carried out by bigmouthmedia shows that an average 50% of total 
marketing budgets were allocated to the online channel in 2009 by the 
companies taking part in their survey. They claim that this figure is set to grow to 
57% in 2010, and itôs official that online spend will receive the lionôs share of 
budgets.  

According to search marketing firm Efficient Frontier, impression volumes for the 
UK travel sector soared by 32 percent between the first three months of 2008 
and the equivalent periods in 2009. One of the main reasons for this increase 
was down to the economic downturn which was encouraging people to be more 
stringent when researching into holidays as an effort to find the best deals. 

Internet users are considered to be more savvy at finding the best deals and 
using words like ócheapô and ódiscountô into their search queries, which has meant 
that there is a market for brands to exploit with the right tools and strategy. 

What's more, although the Efficient Frontier Q1 Search Engine Performance 
Report for all sectors (17 April) saw cost-per-clicks (CPCs) drop as the overall 
market deflated, CPCs in the travel sector have actually increased by 4% year on 
year indicating there is still a high level of competition amongst brands.  

This is an interesting anomaly we see in travel when compared to the overall 
market. On the one hand, overall advertisers are cutting budgets resulting in 
cheaper clicks; on the other hand travel advertisers are seeing CPC inflation as 
competition. This situation indicates the travel sector is very much reliant on 
search. The aim of this Toolkit is to shed some light into this complex vertical and 
guide you through the various tools available and how to use them effectively. 
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2. The role of Search with Travel 

Search Engine Optimisation (SEO)  
The travel vertical quickly tackled the initial challenges of SEO and the industry 
has become hugely competitive especially when it is compaired to other verticals 
like retail and finance. 

Travel sites have been successful in the era of Universal and blended search. As 
search engines move away from showing the ever familiar ten blue links, travel 
sites have moved forward to enhance their image and video content. This has 
suited travel companies trying to focus on the experience and joy of travel, 
moving away from the commoditisation that has affected other parts of the 
industry. 

With so many tools out there, travel brands have been revolutionary when it 
comes to putting in sufficient analytic insight to track wider than the first click. 
Using tools like DoubleClickôs Click Path Analysis or Atlasô User Engagement 
Mapping brands have been able to see that generic searches can inspire brand 
searches and fuel conversions or that brand searches can be necessary for 
capturing those important return visitors.  

Pay per click (PPC)  
In May 2008 Google lifted the ban and allowed advertisers to bid on competitors' 
trademarked terms. The opening of brand bidding has affected the paid search 
travel landscape but not to the extent that some brands feared. The search 
engine's Quality Score algorithm makes it expensive to do so. As a rule of thumb 
brands shy away from this as it is considered that searchers looking for a brand 
are showing a strong desire to find that brand. It is very often the case that it is 
unwise to pay for an expensive click that is unlikely to convert. 

The travel sector is one of the biggest spenders of PPC search. bigmouthmediaôs 
study shows that paid search received the highest portion of online budget with 
an average 33%, followed by SEO 18%. With so many variables in the travel 
section and so many tools which can be used for managing PPC campaigns it 
can be a very complex space to be in for an advertiser. 

We will be going through various options and tools that are available later in this 
toolkit 

http://adwords.blogspot.com/2007/02/quality-score-updates.html
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3. Market research, statistics and trends  
After the festive season, many UK consumers began looking at holidays for the 
New Year. Nonetheless, if 2009 was anything to go by, the current economic 
situation has changed travel patterns. Travel advertisers can use this period of 
change to take share away from the competition by acting on emerging trends. 

Seasonality  
According to Google insights, travel queries were slower to pick up last year than 
previous years, you can see below (figure 1) that the week after Christmas saw a 
21% rise in queries (compared to 55% in the equivalent period in December 
2007). Queries did however rise by 54% in the following week (56% in 2007) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
This rise in queries in the week after Christmas is interesting. As you can see 
from Figure 2 below it was a good time for brands to pick up cheaper and more 
efficient traffic. From the graph below you can see that click through rate 
increased 19% in the week immediately after Christmas Day. There was also a 
slight drop (1%) in cost per click. The cheapest traffic came during the second 
week after Christmas (W/C 2nd January), when CPC fell a further 3%.  



 

 

 

 

 

6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Traditionally, the New Year is a strong seasonal period for major travel products: 
flights, holidays and accommodation. From the graph below you can see a more 
gradual rise to a peak which extended well into February 2009 and presented an 
extended opportunity for advertisers. On January the 5th, query volume was 2.6x 
greater on Christmas Day. Queries were even higher on Monday 12th January, 
growing 12% week on week. Query volumes remained constant for the next 
three weeks, and Monday 26th saw the peak of query volumes, 208% high than 
on Christmas Day. 

 

Demographics  
Microsoft found that similar to previous years, the majority of searchers are in the 
25 ï 34 and 35 ï 49 age groups with a slight demographic predominance in 
female users. 
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Sectors  
The travel sub-sector with the largest growth after Christmas Day was hotels and 
accommodation. This sector saw a week on week rise of 20%, 24% and 31% in 
the first three weeks after Christmas outperforming the travel average throughout 
January and February. 

Cruises and charters experience the greatest initial growth after Christmas, 
before settling down in February. 

Car rental queries start to rise sharply in the first two weeks of January. Car hire 
remains a latent purchase for peopleôs holiday plans, but the lack of availability of 
cars last summer, in certain locations, may lead to earlier search activity. 

Bus & rail queries followed a different seasonality to the other categories, 
plateauing in January. This category saw a pronounced spike in early February, 
before falling back down to their January levels. The peak in bus and rail can is 
likely to be linked to the reopening of the second tunnel of the Channel Tunnel, 
as well as some late booking for Valentineôs Day, which fell on a Saturday, when 
there was a significant search spike. 

The Valentineôs Day weekend also saw a small peak in searches for air travel, 
which may have been a result of promotional activity. There was no 
corresponding spike in hotel queries. 
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Online bookings make it easier for consumers to create travel plans tailored to 
personal needs (eMarketer). Consumers have learned that many of the best 
deals can be found closer to their desired departure dates; consequently, late 
bookings should continue to play a role in the flights market. Exchange rates will 
continue to fluctuate and while major destinations such as Spain will remain 
popular, non-euro locations may increase their share of travellers. 

Holiday Destinations  
Google found in their spring to summer white paper, (April 2009) that despite the 
currency fluctuations, queries for short haul European destinations, such as 
Barcelona, Amsterdam and Rome, were still growing year-on-year, albeit at a 
more modest rate than in previous years. Like flights, the holiday market has 
been subdued for similar reasons. Proving, holidays remain one of the main 
wants for UK consumers (Mintel). When planning their travel for 2009, 
consumers have been more cost-effective by: 

 electing to take shorter breaks this year than previously 

 deciding to holiday within the UK for a óstaycationô 

 taking self-catering holidays 
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There is divided opinion in the industry about what will be popular in 2010: 
package holidays or UK óstaycationsô. Both should prove of interest to different 
consumers and offer opportunities for advertisers as a result of recent 
improvements in consumer confidence (Nationwide). 

Figure 5 below shows the general recovery of query growth to Eurozone 
destinations. Rome benefitted largely from the surge in queries around the UEFA 
Champions League Final.  

Short Haul Sun 

Eurozone short haul sun holidays have seen the largest recovery, driven by 
Spain and Portugal queries (see figure 6). In March, Eastern European and North 
African destinations were growing at a higher rate than Eurozone destinations. 

http://www.nationwide.co.uk/consumer_confidence/data_download/default.htm
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Google believe that a lot of growth in queries for Spain and Portugal is down to 
suppliers aggressively dropping prices in the lates market, as can be evidenced 
from the órecovery periodô starting in mid May (see figure 7). 
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Long Haul 

With the exception of Las Vegas, growth in queries slowed for long-haul 
destinations throughout 2009, against the travel average. The non-US long haul 
destinations analysed are not traditionally summer sun destinations and are 
therefore under-represented at this time. The lower rates of growth in US 
destinations may still suffer from both a hangover from unfavourable exchange 
rates and a continued reduction in corporate travel. 

 

Query Length  
Travel queries continue to get longer, as you can see from below. The average 
query length in 2009 was 2.74 compared to 2.60 in 2008. In September 2009 
Google lengthened the query box to accommodate this increase in query length. 
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The impact of this shift for advertiser is that consumers are searching across a 
much broader range of keywords than ever before. This is a trend that has been 
apparent for a few years, as search engine technology becomes more 
sophisticated and ï more importantly ï as search engine users become savvier 
to these improvements. 

The longer queries become, the more likely it is that the query will contain 
variable modifiers, such as a ócheapô, ó4 starô or a destination label. 

This is a trend that is common to all travel sub sectors too, but it is particularly 
strong in car hire (see figure 10). This is attributed to car hire queries having 
specific modifiers (as well as ócar hireô itself having two words) 
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4. Best practise tips 
Search advertisers in the travel vertical face many challenges:  

 a saturated market with little to no brand loyalty,  

 competitors with very broad/generic brand terms,  

 several different key products with varying CPCs,  

 drastic seasonality changes.  

These complexities, coupled with the current economic downturn, have search 
advertisers in the travel vertical scrambling to stay in the game and ahead of the 
competition.  

Keyword Set  
Keyword sets are generally similar in the travel vertical. To differentiate yourself, 
first of all, make sure to build out each product: Air, Hotels, Car, Cruise, etc. with 
all their generic variations. Secondly, include key triggers, like "discounts", 
"cheap" or "deals." These terms were popular searches even before the current 
economic downturn, so you can only imagine how popular they are now. 
Furthermore, top locations are also good qualifiers for generic terms. 

Be sure to start with a big keyword set. While it's true that in most verticals the 
80/20 rule applies (i.e., where 20% of keywords bring in 80% of volume), due to 
the various products in travel, the 65/35 case below is actually more common in 
both a "Leads" / "Revenue" business model: 

 
The benefit of this is that "Top Keywords" are generally the more expensive 
(CPC-wise) broad/generic head terms that competitors are bidding on 
aggressively; whereas, the "Tail Keywords" are usually the less obvious drilled-
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down keywords that are typically a good bargain. 

It's also important to bid actively and aggressively on all these terms, and to not 
just bid on the top terms and bucket the tail keywords against certain rules. The 
below graph shows what happens when an advertiser only concentrates on top 
terms: 

 

 
 

Structure/Ad Copy  
Now that we have this huge keyword set, how do we get the search engines to 
serve our generally cheaper tail terms over the big expensive head terms? Well, 
thatôs where structure, ad copy and the relevance between the two come into 
play. 

Most savvy travel advertisers already know to separate different product and 
location keywords into separate ad groups with specific copy. Another good 
practice is to separate out the big generic terms into their own ad groups and fine 
tune their ad copy. Since these keywords are generally more expensive, strong 
ad copy, superb CTR, and a nice negative list will go a long way in cutting costs. 

It's also important to keep the ad copy fresh and up-to-date with marketing 
initiatives in other mediums. The search enginesô features of optimizing to the 
best ads are very helpful, but if you can take it a step further ï optimizing ads 
based on conversion metrics and not just CTR ï you can keep the sometimes 
overwhelming process of ad copy addition/analysis to a much more manageable 
load. 
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Landing Pages  
Testing landing pages is also a great advantage with so many different products 
in the travel vertical. While trying to keep a clean look and feel to the landing 
page is important, relevant content is more important to the search engines, and 
thus, to the bottom line. As quality score plays such a huge factor in CPC prices, 
it's best to adhere to the preference of those in charge..  

Meta-tags are an easy way to score points with the search engines, as well as 
placement of top generic terms on the landing pages. A good rule of thumb is to 
incorporate the top 25 keywords on the landing page. This will usually provide 
enough variations of keyword combinations to cover most tail keywords as well. 
Additionally, a small blurb at the bottom of the page describing the location/hotel 
can go a long way! 

Seasonality  
As discussed in Chapter 3, travel is one of the most seasonal verticals and that 
seasonality depends on a number of variables including destination, country of 
search, weather conditions, public holidays and major events. Planning is crucial. 
Not only do you need to be aware of when people are going on holiday, you need 
to be aware of when theyôre booking it so you are prepared to increase CPCs 
during seasonal peaks. The recession has changed buyer behaviour and 
seasonal purchasing cycles in travel. As with other sectors, reports in the press 
of economic deflation causes customers to hold off buying in the hope the price 
of their desired purchase will go down. Lastminute travel deals are an obvious 
example.  

Seasonal businesses are used to this and specific PPC strategies for seasonal 
products should be utilised. For example, where markets are volatile and 
changes happen frequently, make sure the conversion tracking in your search 
marketing campaigns takes this into account and changes the importance of the 
historical data.  

Inventory / yield management  
Internal processes need to coordinate with search marketing activity so you are 
not paying for hotels which are not available. Real time inventory management is 
the best way to ensure youôre not losing money. On a basic level, first decide on 
how many sales can be made online via organic search or returning customers. 
Then, use product feeds to understand when inventory gets to the level that can 
be fulfilled without paying for ads. If your account is structured logically, it is then 
possible to pause campaigns for specific hotels / flights when the inventory level 
is low to let natural sales take their course. It is also possible to cross sell other 
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products should this be the case. Agencies with the right technology in place can 
automate this process for you.  

It is also essential to change ad copy to reflect stock available as well as to 
adjust bids. If you are able to include ñOnly 10 rooms availableò in your ad copy, 
this serves as a strong call to action. .  

Understanding the margin data  
For multichannel retailers in the travel sector understanding the margins for each 
different product type is essential. Only then can you figure out the tradeoffs to 
manage your search marketing budgets properly. For example if you receive 
higher margins for hotels vs. flights then obviously your priority through search 
are hotels. If you are a hotel aggregator, then understanding the actual 
commission value of each hotel brand would also give you the best ROI. If your 
agencyôs technology is able to optimise according to multiple metrics and if it can 
attribute different weighting to each of your product offerings, this will make this 
process much easier.  

Reasons as well as destinations  
It is not just the destination that is important but the reason people are travelling 
there.  Ensure you have a full event calendar for each destination and bid 
aggressively in the approach to the date.  Conversely keep an eye on inventory 
in case of a sell out. Also ensure you bid on tourist attractions. For example; 
hotels near Old Trafford. 

Targeting  
Understand the demographic youôre targeting? For example; Are you targeting 
foreigners in London wanting to fly home or Londoners wanting to fly to visit 
another destination? Both demographics will require different adcopy. Factors to 
consider when writing ads 

Thereôs a lot of competitor brand bidding in travel, itôs usually a good idea to 
distinguish your ad by making it clear that it represents the official site. For 
example using a  TM (Trademark) sign or ñThe official British Air ways siteò 

Travel is a very price led industry. Bring out the best prices in the ad copy. 

Keyword nature  
There are some big advertisers within the travel sector as well as many smaller 
companies. It is important for the smaller firms to understand they are competing 
against big budgets. For this reason, smaller advertisers to be very selective 
about the keywords they choose to bid on. Singular term broad matches can be 
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very expensive and run up high CPOôs. Better results may be achieved from 
more sale focused keywords E.g. Cheap Easter Holidays to Australia 
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5. Essential Tools 
Once you have created your search marketing campaign you then need to plan 
for each engine.  The structure of your search marketing account lays the 
foundation for creating the best-managed, most-efficient campaign.  It is 
important to understand the technical differences between each engine as this 
can have a dramatic impact on performance.  For all engines you need to: 

 Organise keywords by term type and impression volume by: 

1. Isolate top-performing keywords 

2. Separate high volume vs. low volume 

3. Separate brand vs. unbranded 

 By granularly structuring ad groups, more targeted copy can be assigned 

to a more relevant set of keywords, lifting CTR and making higher ad 

positions cheaper 

 By lining up the ads and landing pages, conversion rates should 

increase 

Maximising your campaign on Yahoo!  

It is vital to work on copy optimisation to improve your Quality Index.  The QI is a 
measure of how well an ad is performing (in terms of CTR), on average, for all 
keywords in an ad group relative to other advertisersô ads.  The score is given on 
a range of one to five, where five is the highest.    Since rank is a product of bid 
price and QI, ads with a higher QI may pay a lower CPC and receive a better 
rank. 

Write Better Ads  - Include the bidded keyword in the title and description ï 
typically CTR improves up to 50%.  Use keyword insertion to place usersô search 
terms in your ad text, which can increase quality score. 

Ad Testing with Optimisation : Improve the quality and performance of your ad 
groups with ad testing.  By ad testing your copy on a rotational basis, the system 
optimizes the best performing ad so that it appears when potential customers 
search for your products or services.  Improved CTR by using this method 
improves your quality score, thereby enhancing your position on the page.  This 
therefore means you will pay less to achieve a good position, improving the 
efficiencies of your account & helping you to achieve your CPA targets. 
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Microsoft Advertising Intelligence Tool (MAIT)  
The travel sector outlook has improved over 2009 and advertisers need to be 
able to understand the market to build accounts for peak performance. Microsoft 
has developed the Microsoft Advertising Intelligence Tool (MAIT), available for 
download at letsearchmakeyousmarter.com, to do this. It is a free plug-in for 
Excel that allows users to create insights based on: search traffic, demographics 
and a transparent view into the Bing bid, impression/click and CTR landscape.  

Traffic Trends 

Monthly trends can be created for either individual keywords and/or groups of 
keywords using Traffic tool. Tips for usage: 

Track monthly traffic levels on single brand or high volume terms to see shifts in 
consumer behaviour.  

Traffic for similar keywords can be aggregated to create a seasonal picture of a 
product market to identify trends and opportunities.  

Daily traffic patterns for the last 60 days can be pulled to form daily/weekly 
patterns. 

Demographic Trends 

MAIT can provide demographic information for keywords. This will show age and 
gender percentages of who is actually searching on your brand or search terms 
and can be used to help target campaigns and ad copy at the most appropriate 
consumer groups. 






