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business-to-business shopping as we enter the second decade of the 21st Century.  It is the 
world of e-commerce and m-commerce (mobile phones and tablets).  Yet BTC, Mitchell, and its 
advocates would like us to believe that the legacy supplier-driven unidirectional product 
selection model depicted in the diagram reflects the real world.  As demonstrated, it does not.   

Still, considering the probability that there remains a need for some channel-direct distribution of 
airline product, it is essential to recognize that the digital message protocols used to transmit the 
digital information in the GDS environment and structures  – as well as most of the business 
processes incorporated in these systems -- will not and cannot support bi-direction digital 
communication.  It is a technical impossibility. The communication protocol structures, the 
message “conversion and translating” mechanisms, and the very core resources of these legacy 
airline and core GDS distribution protocols need to be transformed into modern-day systems.   

Further, there is an even bigger hurdle if one is to sustain the channel-direct distribution model. 
It relates to the difference between the unidirectional legacy business model of the GDSs and 
the bi-directional business model of the Internet.  In the legacy model, information about product 
offerings flow down (or across, as depicted by Mitchell’s BTC diagram) the distribution channel.  
When a purchase is made, that piece of the inventory is removed from availability.  With the 
exception of an airline seat, when an element of inventory is sold (i.e. a hotel room or car rental 
is booked), that message is sent to the vendor – and from that time on, the booking and 
anything related to that booking remains solely and only in the vendors inventory system.  There 
is no interactive communication structure to enable a hotel or a car rental firm or any other travel 
vendor using the GDS system as a sales channel to tell the travel agent or the traveler that 
there has been a change in his reservation.   

In fact, the only reason that changes to an airline reservation are available is that the GDSs 
were originally airline inventory systems and they all use that little closed-loop settlement 
process depicted in the lower left of the hierarchal information flow of the 1960’s era.  If the 
traveler is upgraded or turned down upon arrival at the hotel or car rental outlet … there is no 
channel of communication back to the booking agent or even the buyer through the booking 
channel.  

If such information comes at all, it must come from some other communication channel.  The 
GDS structures have no mechanism for communicating back to buyers or travelers changes 
that subsequently take place in the traveler’s itinerary – good or bad.  This is particularly true of 
the financial (i.e. commissions earned, lost, upgraded or downgraded) aspects of a transaction.  
In that regard, Mr. Mitchell’s system is not broken; it simply does not exist!  

The move away from these unidirectional and closed-channel distribution platforms is the 
driving force behind the decision of airlines like Lufthansa, American Airlines, and others to 
move from the old airline hosting platforms to new solutions like Altea and Jetstream. These 
newer hosting platforms are and will be designed to respond to buyer and traveler demands and 
expectations for customized travel packaging; packaging that even today may or may not 
include a meal, baggage handling service, preferred seating choices, early boarding privileges, 
trip-specific or even flight-specific club participation, etc., etc., etc.  



And none of those issues address the need to recognize buyers or travelers at the time of 
booking to provide pre-packaged tailoring of service offerings; a necessary element of 
sustaining loyalty purchasing.  

The current unidirectional and closed channel travel distribution systems are simply unable to 
perform these functions.  And due to their core underlying architectural structures, they cannot 
be modified cost-effectively to enable that to happen. While some systems, both airline and 
GDSs have added tiered overlay solutions on top of these legacy platforms in an effort to meet 
current needs, these solutions can only be temporary.  There is simply no way to generate a 
viable ROI (Return on Investment) using overlaid solutions or in attempting to remake the old 
systems.  The must be … and will be replaced!    

With the technical aspects addressed, it’s even more important to address the current societal 
transformation that is taking place.  It would appear that we humans are undergoing a major 
change in the way humans organize work for the benefit of the whole … and how people form 
themselves into working groups.  It’s happened maybe six times throughout the history of man3.  
Each transformation has had a fairly long boom period followed by a crash; then a difficult and 
turbulent struggle as “… the new ways to of organizing emerge and the old ways, supported by 
established elites, fail” Whitney-Smith points out.    

“In the short term, it’s always better to be a part of the old way because their wealth has already 
been assured and there is no reason to innovate; but the masses of non-elite have nothing to 
lose and reorganize to take advantage of the new capabilities that are evolving around them,” 
says Whitney-Smith. The two most recent times revolved around the invention of the printing 
press and the electric (as opposed to electronic) information revolution that accompanied trains, 
telegraph, and telephone. She notes that throughout history, “the timeframe has gotten shorter” 
for the transition to take place.   

It’s important to understand that an information revolution isn’t always associated with 
information technology.  It is about how information “works” in a culture.  Whitney-Smith makes 
the point that the 6th revolution in which we’re living started out with the “mainframe phase” 
during which established institutions adopted computers as a management tool.  The airline 
inventory systems and the current GDS distribution structures were in the forefront of that 
adoption.   

“We’re just starting to see the organizational innovation of the second phase emerge,” Whitney-
Smith says.  “These new companies take the Internet for granted.  They are designed by a 
generation that had access to computers from childhood.  Businesses that are less bound by 
old forms of hierarchical authority, such as Facebook (where any engineer can modify any part 
of Facebook’s code base), are thriving.  So are companies with massive line worker input such 
as the “open management” companies …,” she says4.      

                                                 
3 Historian Elin Whitney-Smith as quoted in “A Long-Wave Theory on Today’s Digital Revolution”; an 
Strategy+Business essay by Art Kleiner, May 20, 2011 
4 IBID 



This thinking is echoed in “The Connected Generation Comes of Age.”5  “Members of the 
‘Connected Generation’ all have cell phones and they use them more for texting than for voice 
conversations”, the story points out.  “While preceding generations also share these 
technologies …, the ‘Connected Generation’ has a common “connected mindset” that sets them 
apart ….” The story goes on to point out that in parts of Asia, voice has already dropped to 20% 
of the telephone network traffic; the rest is data.   

The ubiquitous nature of access to and use of information is virtually flattening the way that 
people and groups organize to serve each other.  It is restructuring the way people meet the 
expectations and demands or needs of one another.  The 7X24 connectivity and instantaneous 
need to respond to the expectations of each other person means that it will necessary for most 
people, if not all, to blend work and non-work time.   And travel and travel planning, whether for 
business, non-business, or mixed needs … will need to reflect these new needs in both real-
time living and customer service responses.   

In the face of the increasing demand-driven needs the traditional organization will become flat.  
Friedrich, Peterson, and Koster6 argue that …”the traditional hierarchical structures will give way 
to self-organized, agile ‘communities of interest.’  Ad hoc teams of contractors will assemble 
around a tiny corporate core on a project-by-project basis.”  Similarly, travel and travel 
packaging … air, hotel, ground, car, etc. … will coalesce around the traveler on a trip-by-trip 
need basis.  

It almost goes without saying again, the current uni-directional GDS distribution architecture, 
structures, and protocols simply prohibit the kind of digital interaction that the emerging 
business and traveling world must have.  It is not possible to, in Mr. Mitchell’s words, “… to 
continue to improve it.”  The entire platform must be … and is being … rebuilt!   

That the “rebuilding process” has started can be seen in the very points that BTC makes in its 
“How Hidden Airline Fees Can Increase Managed Travel Costs7.”   Key elements of each point 
in that BTC News Wire are in black below.  

 << Some 60% of consumers, and virtually all managed travel programs, purchase their air tickets 
through the travel agency and TMC (travel management company) sales channel where airlines 
participate but yet do not share their optional service fees. >> 

A mere 15 years ago, the only source for that information was the referenced sales channel and 
there “optional service fees” did not exist. In today’s information world, the information is 
available BUT the referenced sales channels lack the technology and messaging data 
structures to cost-effectively re-transmit the information to buyers prior to travel, to travel 
managers in the buying or negotiating process, or to accounting systems capable of 
consolidating such information with other linked travel expenses.  

                                                 
5 “The Connected General Comes of Age”, Trends e-Magazine, April 2011, Page 4-8 
6 “The Rise of Generation C” by Roman Friedrich, Michael Peterson, and Alex Koster. © 2011 by Booz & 
Company, Inc.  as referenced in Strategy+Business, Spring 2011 
7 “How Hidden Airline Fees Can Increase Managed Travel Cost” by Kevin Mitchell, BTC News Wire, May 7, 2011 



<< … travelers cannot compare the full cost of air travel across carriers. >>  

The hierarchal business structures of 60-years past provided all-inclusive packaging for air 
travel. An airline seat came with a meal, pillows, baggage handling, seat assignment, etc. But 
not everybody needs a meal or pillows or to check baggage.  To optimize pricing for those who 
did not want certain services, airlines have “unbundled” many aspects of the airline seat travel 
product.  But the unidirectional sales channel technology cannot deal with the disparity of pricing 
even if it were to be mandated by law.  It would be cost prohibitive. Thus, for those who have 
the need to compare specific item-for-item pricing across carriers, it will be necessary to build 
technology that is capable of that.  And in fact, that is necessary today if one wants to compare 
the air travel costs of many low-cost carriers with equivalent costs of the carriers using the 
legacy systems.  The era of being able to compare carrier-to-carrier pricing and transaction fees 
is gone; and it will only be replaced by customized programs or consumer apps that service 
specific business functions or personal needs.  

<< … extra efforts by TMCs to find, explain, and purchase these optional services leads to higher 
transaction fees for corporations.  >>   

This is true only because the process has NOT been automated.  It has not been automated 
because the cost of attempting to automate the process within the existing legacy airline and 
GDS architectures and structures will drive the transaction costs disproportionately higher – far 
beyond the current labor cost required to do the process manually for those companies that 
think this is important.  The high cost is because such an undertaking would require all of the 
airlines and the GDSs to completely re-architect the unidirectional and hierarchal structures of 
the current legacy/GDS distribution systems.  Present solutions to address the need to inform 
travelers and buyers are overlaid platforms running on different technology platforms; and there 
is no cost-effective or accurate means of integrating the technologies of the new information 
platforms with the legacy platforms. Such links must all be done by software translators, 
interpreters, and archived reference tables requiring intensive human oversight and 
management (i.e. not cheap and prone to human error).    

<< Corporations no longer have access to a growing portion of content (fees), including rebundled 
packages …  >> 

This, of course, is poppycock!  That information IS available … via Internet. The reason 
corporations (and their TMCs) do not have access to this content is that they have failed to 
transform their own travel technology platforms into bi-directional information systems!  Of 
particular interest is that MOST of these corporations have made that transition for the vast bulk 
of their operating, manufacturing, accounting, human resource planning, and even their own 
distribution systems!  The BTC claim here is nothing more than the “established elite” insisting 
that the world not be changed!  

  



 

<< With hidden fees – mostly untrackable – travelers have opportunities to spend money outside of 
corporate travel policy parameters increasing costs for their employers. >> 

More poppycock!  Every significant corporation large enough to have a legitimate travel 
management program has its own internal expense accounting system that will isolate, trap, 
and identify offenders.   What BTC appears to claim is that travel agents (and/or travel 
managers) using the unidirectional information systems of the GDSs, are unable see and/or 
manage these fees using the 60-year-old legacy technology systems.  Since most corporate 
expense systems are running on contemporary technology platforms, this claim seems to make 
the argument for new technology that can better integrate the information with existing corporate 
business systems rather than adding more “bailing-wire” to the existing unidirectional channels 
already unable to cope.  

<< The overall hidden fee problem leaves travel departments with incomplete data to prove they have met 
airline contractual obligations and to effectively negotiate new agreements;  … >> 

Any corporation in this era lacking the back-office expense accounting platform from which to 
generate the data needed to comply with airline contractual obligations and/or effectively 
negotiate new agreements … ought not to be in business.  BTC is trying to use 1960’s business 
models and processes to compete in the 21st Century!  This is a “control” issue. There was a 
time when travel management systems were dependent on the data delivered via the GDS 
back-office systems because corporate front-office accounting systems were not yet capable of 
tracking itemized expenses.  But that era is long-gone for any major sustaining business.   

There is a legitimate issue with respect to ancillary service fees in that travel managers are 
unable to see these fees via the legacy technology platforms using the current GDS systems. In 
some cases, that’s not the fault of the GDSs, but the inability of the message protocols to 
manage the information.  Thus, travel managers must depend on data sourced from pre-travel 
or expense reports.  There is nothing to preclude travel managers from obtaining relevant fee 
information from alternative sources other than it removes the “mystique” from managing travel 
and makes travel purchasing just another “purchasing function.”   

<< Some airlines apparently seek to use  required marketplace access to fee information as a lever to flip 
the economic model where in TMCs pay airlines for this content and corporate travel program reimburse 
TMCs for this cost. In effect, virtually all airlines’ product merchandising and distribution cost could be 
borne by the customer, with the corporate travel departments having little control over the drivers of these 
costs. >> 

Who is kidding who?  First of all, does BTC actually believe that merchandising and distribution 
costs are not already included in the price of the airline ticket and/or the optional fees that the 
airlines charge?  BTC is not talking about new costs; only about how those costs are absorbed 
through the unidirectional distribution channel.   

In the present structure, travel managers only delude themselves in thinking that they can 
“control” those costs like they did 15 to 20 years ago.  The business model and the information 



pertaining to travel and travel-related costs, has already given airlines the ability to identify who 
is traveling where and for whom.  The fact that the unidirectional channel precludes a bi-
direction “digital discussion” with important corporate travel managers works against the travel 
manager; not for them.  As with the issue of << airline contractual obligations and … new 
agreements >>, this is a misguided issue of perceived “control”.   

To one of the earlier points, the word “control” as used by BTC implies a “one-up, one-down” 
hierarchal relationship; i.e. interaction of the entities is based on one entity having higher control 
and the other lower control.   And as has also been noted earlier, the hierarchal structures of the 
past are becoming flat and virtual.  Business relationships are becoming networked groups 
seeking “one-to-one” or “like-for-like” mutually beneficial relationships using bi-directional 
communication as peers.  Such a shared benefit networking structure is not something that can 
or will evolve in a unidirectional sale channel. It requires bi-directional communication.      

With all that said, it is important to note that the article “How Hidden Airline Fees Can Increase 
Managed Travel Cost” only addressed the issue of air travel.   

At one time, air travel represented almost 70% of the cost of corporate travel. Today, << " … a 
pie chart would put airline/air transportation at 35%, lodging at 40%, meals at 15%, car rental at 
7%, miscellaneous at 3%.>>8.  As noted above, hotel (and other non-airline seat related costs of 
travel) have no cost or service-rendered traceability via the GDSs!  All of those costs today 
MUST be reconciled or tracked using expense reporting systems or other internal corporate 
information tracking platforms!  And there is increasing evidence that air travel costs are going 
to meld into the disparate pricing packages now found in hotels and other non-air services.  It is 
a reality of the information transformation that Whitley-Smith defines.   

A new travel distribution structure must evolve if airlines are to remain in business and provide 
travelers the kind of travel product-packaging that is now expected in virtually all other aspects 
of their day-to-day lives.  Kevin Mitchell and BTC’s call to << … Continue to Improve it!” >> is a 
virtual impossibility – technologically and within the changing business and societal structures 
emerging in the 21st Century.   

A person with information can control circumstances.  A person without information is controlled 
by circumstances and often has no opportunity to exercise judgment.  Our society is 
experiencing a transformation in how information is controlled and used as exemplified by the 
rapid adoption of social networking via digital and Internet mediums.  Travel and related travel 
product distribution is not immune to this transformation.  Holding on to the past … sustaining 
the wealth and power structures as they existed in from the 1960’s to the 1990’s … has largely 
run its economically viable course.  

The airlines must move to direct-connect solutions if they are to serve their traveler’s needs.  
They must unbundle their airline seat product offerings to meet specific traveler and buyer’s 
economic and travel-packaging needs. Airline must re-build their hosting systems if they are to 

                                                 
8 Conversations with Rolfe Shellenberger, Travel Management & Marketing Consultancy,  May 12, 2011 based on 
data collected for an article, “Online Booking”, to be published in Business Travel Executive Magazine  in the near 
future.    



cost-effectively serve the expectations of travelers in a demand-driven business environment. 
Corporate Travel Managers must shed their legacy ways of managing information and evolve 
new business models that serve the needs of their travelers, their corporations, and the multiple 
vendors that provide travel needs solutions.  The industry must de-emphasize its dependency 
on airline travel distribution and rebuild a structure that reflects the changing and evolving 
elements of travel currently dominated by hotel costs.  While ancillary costs of air travel are an 
emotional ploy for attention, they are very much akin to the ancillary costs charged by hotels, 
car rental firms and virtually any other travel vendor seeking to meet the unique needs of 
travelers that are their guests. These are truisms that the industry, including the media, travel 
managers, BTC and other advocacy groups, politicians, travel vendors, retail travel agents, and 
travelers themselves … need to understand.    

This essay is posted to “Eastman’s ‘Off the Wall Comments’” at << 
www.eastmancorner.eastmangroup.com/OTWC/Eastman’s Off the Wall Comment(s)_June 
3,2011.pdf >>.  It can also be found by going to www.eastmangroup.com , selecting Eastman’s 
Corner in the lower right corner.  Questions and comments may be addressed to 
reastman@eastmangroup.com; and if appropriate, will be posted or reflected upon.       


