THE CONNECTED VISITOR ECONOMY BULLETIN

June 2018

THE ONLINE BEHAVIOUR OF TRAVEL
CONSUMERS IN ASIA: WHAT TRAVEL
PROFESSIONALS NEED TO KNOW
INTRODUCTION
Few industries have been as impacted by digital technologies as the travel industry. From information
gathering to planning and purchasing travel fares, most travel consumer activity either happens online or
is shaped by online information. This report summarises the behavioural patterns of consumers who visit
travel websites with the goal of helping travel marketing professionals understand their digital audience
and find answers to important questions such as:
1.

How do consumers access travel sites?

2.

How frequently do consumers use travel sites?

3.

How long do consumers spend on travel sites?

4.

What online outlets do ‘heavy users’ use most often?
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The report contains statistics for the following countries: Australia, China, India, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia,
and Vietnam. All population statistics are limited to audiences of age 18 and above.

THE DIGITAL FOOTPRINT OF THE TRAVEL
INDUSTRY AND ITS GROWTH POTENTIAL
To a large extent the APAC digital landscape is shaped by the Chinese consumer, and the travel industry is
no exception to that rule. For example, in February 2018 over 760 million individuals accessed the internet
in China. This is more internet activity in that time period than Australia, India, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia
and Vietnam combined. Over a third of the Chinese digital population (275 million individuals) visited a
travel site during that time.
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The table (page 2) illustrates variations in the adoption of online travel services by country. In Australia,
for example, 58% of the total digital population1 accessed a travel website. In Vietnam, only 9% accessed a
travel site. So it appears that, compared to more mature markets such as Australia, the Vietnamese market
may have ample room for growth.
While other markets have room for expansion, China boasts more potential online travel consumers than
any other country. Adoption of online travel services by China’s digital population of 760 million visitors
would result in an unprecedented boon for the travel industry.

COMPOSITION OF THE TRAVEL INDUSTRY’S
DIGITAL FOOTPRINT
The travel industry’s digital footprint consists of a variety of websites that fall into several categories. These
categories, as well as the size of their digital audiences, are listed in the table on page 4. Because of the size
of the Chinese market, the table separates China from other APAC countries.

Asian Digital Consumers Know What They Want
For most consumers worldwide, all travelling requires
some degree of planning. For that reason, sites
providing travel information have relatively large
digital audiences. For example, in the United States
travel information sites are the largest category
of travel site2, with 184 million unique visitors in
February 2018. On the other hand, in the APAC region
(excluding China) travel information sites are the
second largest category, with 60 million unique
visitors. In China, travel information sites rank
third with 64 million unique visitors, and are
outpaced by sites which allows the purchase of
travel services, such as Online Travel Agents or
Ground / Cruise Travel Sites. Clearly, consumers
in Asia visit travel sites with the intention
of purchasing a travel service more so than
consumers in other regions in the world.
1
2

The total of all individuals who have accessed a website
Source: comScore MMX Multi-Platform, February 2018
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APAC consumers go direct, Chinese consumers go indirect
One striking feature of the Chinese market is that Online Travel
Agents are the largest travel category, with 176 million unique
visitors in February 2018. This volume is largely due to the
dominance of Ctrip, a Chinese provider of travel services including
accommodation and transportation reservations, packaged tours
and so on. The Ground / Cruise Travel category, where consumers
can purchase transportation fares directly from the transport
companies, is the second largest category, with 90 million unique
individuals. It is apparent from these numbers that consumers
in China prefer booking their travel arrangements through an
intermediary over purchasing directly from a provider.
Excluding China, the situation in the APAC region is
practically the reverse of China. Consumers there
have a greater propensity to book their travel
arrangements directly with the transport company.
As the table shows, the Ground / Cruise category is
the largest category in the “APAC excluding China”
region, with 60 million unique visitors in February
2018. The tendency of travellers in India to travel
by train and use the Indian Railways are a major
contributing factor to this pattern.
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ONLINE BEHAVIOUR OF TRAVEL CONSUMERS
How Consumers Access Travel Websites:
An International Comparison
For marketing professionals in the travel
industry, understanding how consumers
access travel websites is critical. The
screen size of mobile devices impose
tight constraints on the display of format
and content. Geolocation features on
mobile devices can show if consumers
are using their devices at home or on the
go. Desktop computers and laptops, on
the other hand, lend themselves better
to casual exploration and exhaustive
information gathering, due in part to their
larger screens.
India and Indonesia are home to the largest mobile-only populations3. Like the US, China has a large
mobile-only population, however the size of the combined desktop-only and multi-platform4 populations
is still significant. Malaysia displays a similar pattern as in France and Germany in that Malaysian digital
populations are spread evenly across the three categories.

3
4

Mobile-first populations access travel sites exclusively through their mobile devices
A multi-platform audience consists of individuals who access a travel site through a desktop as well as a mobile device
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Seasonality of Online Travel Service Consumption
One defining aspect of the travel industry is its
seasonality. It is not unusual for companies in
the travel industry to book the majority of their
revenue during a few months of the year. Marketing
professionals wanting to purchase advertisement
inventory need to calibrate accordingly, usually
coordinating advertising months in advance.
Publishers, on the other hand, need to optimise
their content to maximise the value of the inventory
they sell. The tendency of consumers to plan their
travels in advance presents a challenge which is
complicated by the variety of factors consumers
consider when determining how far in advance to
plan a trip. These factors include a consumer’s
distance to their destination, the costs of travel
and familiarity with the journey.
The charts below illustrate seasonal online viewing patterns in various Asian countries, and are presented
to help travel professionals prepare their marketing plans. Unsurprisingly, intense online activity occurs
during the summer period (December – February for countries in the southern hemisphere and June –
August for countries in the northern hemisphere), which includes many peak travel months.
China, India, Indonesia and Vietnam have pronounced seasonal patterns, with high traffic during a few peak
months and relatively low traffic during the rest of the year. Conversely, Australia, Japan and Malaysia have
a steadier level of traffic throughout the year, providing a wider window of opportunity to promote and
capture digital consumers.

Source: comScore MMX Multi-Platform, February 2018
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How Consumers Gather Information Online
A review of consumer behaviour on travel information sites provides additional insights into consumption
patterns. The frequency and duration of visits to travel information sites reflects the level of effort consumers
dedicate to travel.
In terms of visit frequency, China leads the pack. Chinese consumers visit travel information sites constantly;
averaging 8 visits per user in February 2018, the highest visitor frequency of any country covered in this
report. While Chinese consumers are similar to those in other countries in the amount of time they spend
on a site per visit, the higher frequency of visits leads to a significantly higher number of total minutes spent
on travel sites, with Chinese consumers averaging just under 27 total minutes per visitor.
Comparatively, consumers in Australia and Japan visit sites less frequently, but stay on sites longer.
They view travel information sites only about 3 times per month, but when compared to other countries
Australian and Japanese consumers spend the most time on a site per visit, spending 4.1 and 3.5 minutes
per visit respectively. As a result, total time spent on travel information sites was over 10 minutes in both
Japan and Australia during February 2018.
Vietnam, Malaysia, India and Indonesia follow a different trend. In these countries, the number of visits is
slightly below that of Japan and Australia, but the time spent per visit is relatively low as well. Consequently,
in these countries total time spent on travel information sites is far lower than total time spent on these
sites by consumers in China, Australia and Japan.
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WHERE TO FIND THE MOST ACTIVE
CONSUMERS OF ONLINE TRAVEL SERVICES
In travel as in other industries, the Pareto principle applies; desktop usage data show that heavy users
represent only 20% of the travel industry’s online audience, but are responsible for 76% to 89% of the total
time spent on travel sites for any given country, as shown in the table below. Of course, heavy users are the
highest value group to marketers. This is partly because they are the most likely to provide new and repeat
business by allocating resources to travel, and partly because they can be turned into brand ambassadors
if they have a positive travelling experience.

The profiles and predilections of heavy users vary by country, and the data below, which quantify the
propensity of heavy users to visit different website categories in a desktop environment, reflect that diversity.
For example, and somewhat counter-intuitively, the heavy user likelihood index for consumers who visit
job search websites in Japan is 696. In other words, Japanese consumers who visit job search websites
are 6.97x more likely to be travel heavy users than the average netizen. Perhaps much less surprisingly,
consumers who visit News & Weather websites in India and Malaysia are 3.24x and 6.87x more likely to be
travel heavy users, respectively.
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CONCLUSION
•

The growth potential of the Asia travel industry is without precedent, and China specifically is
destined to shape the industry.

•

There are variations in consumer behaviour between countries, but, more often than not, consumers
in Asia are leapfrogging the traditional technology curve by enthusiastically adopting mobile
technology.

•

Heavy users, who have the highest value both as spenders and as brand ambassadors, tend to cluster
in different categories of sites. Marketers who wish to engage them can use this information to build
a coherent strategy that builds bridges between the interests of heavy users and the offerings of the
travel industry.
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