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Personalised Travel Services: an Exploratory
Study In Singapore Context
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Abstract - The aims of the study were to explore the demand
for personalised travel services within the affluent customer
segment of the outbound travelers in Singapore. The study
uncovers the desired service attributes of same consumer
segment. The paper begins with a general and broad overview of
the travel and tourism industry worldwide and in the Asia Pacific
region specifically in Singapore. The international tourism and
hospitality sector has grown rapidly over the last ten years and
according to the United Nations World Tourism Organisation
(UNWTO), international tourist arrivals in 2012 grew to 980
million. Similarly, there has been an increase in outbound travels
in Singapore. This growth has been fuelled by the economic
growth that Singapore has experienced over the years. The study
surveys the current literature to provide data to show the growth
of outbound travel from Singapore and the increasing number of
affluent Singapore travelers. The study considers an email
questionnaire survey to gauge the travel patterns and desires of
the affluent traveler market in Singapore. The exploratory
findings identify a market for personalized travel services in
Singapore and consider an inventory of service attributes desired
by the affluent customer segment in Singapore. More specifically,
the findings indicate that almost 65% of respondents preferred
personal travel services (PTS) with 70% who currently book
tours through travel agents indicating their preference for PTS.
What was particularly interesting was that over 60% of those
who currently engage in self-booking found the idea of PTS
appealing. The key draws of PTS are convenience,
personalization of itinerary and tour package, experience of
consultants and trust. Personalised travel services are targeted to
the high income market and the potential demand for PTS
among travelers who undertake two or more trips a year was
about 72%. Travelers today are looking for more value-added
services and interesting tour packages rather than the run of the
mill mass tours that many travel agents still provide. Growing
affluence and the desire for unique and unusual tours is creating
a niche market for travel agencies to exploit. The current and
common business model of providing mass tours where
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customers are herded on a standard itinerary does not sit well
with the well-heeled and sophisticated traveler of today. Today’s
affluent travelers want to be treated not as mere customers but
rather as valuable clients, partnering with the tour agency to
create unparalleled and enriching tour experiences.

Index Terms — Personalised service, desired service attributes,
consumer trends

l. INTRODUCTION

Since the beginning of time, humans have travelled. Initially
traders used to travel for business, but around the nineteenth
century aristocrats and well to do people started travelling for
leisure [1]. The World Tourism Organization (UNWTO)
describes tourists as people who travel out of their current
environment for leisure or other purposes. Tourism is about
experiences, whether exploring an unfamiliar culture,
shopping, lying on a beach or enjoying sports events away
from the local environment [2].

Tourism has emerged as one of the most remarkable
phenomena of the past century. Every year, more and more
people take part in tourism activity and for many countries in
the world; tourism is a dynamic and fast growing sector of the
economy. Based on research done by the Future Foundation,
consumers perceive holidays as the number-one luxury
product. The desire for holidays has been driven by consumer
prosperity from rising incomes [3].

Growth is being driven by emerging markets such as
Asia and South America [4]. In the past 50 years, tourism
growth has been phenomenal. Aided by technology and
affordability of air travel, tourism has grown at an annual rate
of 7% [5]. The study found that between 1959 and 1999, the
number of international arrivals rose from 25 million to about
664 million. The World Trade Organisation (WTQ) reported
that international tourism accounts for about 12% of
international spending and creates 1 in 12 jobs worldwide.
Tourist activity in the Asia Pacific region echoes this
tremendous growth. The booming outbound Asian markets are
China, South Korea and Malaysia, all of which are increasing
at more than 20%. Taiwan, Japan, Singapore and India are
also growing at double-digit rates [4]. The report further
highlights that despite the economic uncertainty, 32% of
respondents in the study said they would travel more in 2012
than in 2011, 37% plan similar levels and only 19% want to
reduce their travel.

The tourism industry is described as a set of related
activities and processes a tourist will interact with during his
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travels. In words of Macintosh and Goeldner [6] tourism is
"the sum of the phenomena and relationships arising from the
interaction of tourists, business suppliers, host governments
and host communities in the process of attracting and hosting
these tourists and other visitors". The tourism industry is
geared towards the nature of travel which is either outbound,
tourists travelling out of the usual environment or inbound,
tourists travelling in a host environment. Outbound tourism is
the tourism of resident visitors outside the economic territory
of the country of reference [7].

Presently, the tourism and travel industry is very much
based on the ‘old’ model of arranging pre-prepared itineraries
and standard tours that do not give sufficient importance or
significance to the different needs of the travellers. The
Singapore leisure industry has largely remained the same over
the last 50 years in terms of a group products business model.
But the consumer market has begun to get more mature and
sophisticated in holiday demands. One of the researchers, who
has been actively managing a travel agency for the past 30
years, found that more and more travellers today began
approaching his agency to design and package more
‘customised’ tour packages for them. This feedback triggered
the idea of an exploratory research to study the viability and
feasibility of personalising the travel experience for
customers. If the findings did indeed suggest the need and
demand for such customisation, it would open up a whole new
interesting way of managing the travel business.

The basic idea is to provide a one-stop personalized
service, which provides flexibility and convenience to the
customer. Rather than visiting the retail agency outlet,
customers can be served at their preferred venue and time.
For the target group, the holiday experience begins with the
first meeting, with the creation of distinctive experiences
through the travel agency.

This paper attempts to understand the travel behaviour of
outbound tourists especially the niche segment of affluent
travellers who are in need of customised travel advice. For the
purpose of this study, customers with annual household
income of S$100000 and more are defined as affluent. The
targeted customer segment does not have the time to search
for travel services and destinations to satisfy their travel needs.
The survey of current literature identifies a need for
customised advice. However there is little empirical evidence
of presence of sustained demand and preferred service
attributes. This study conducts a survey of a sample of the
target market and considers the findings in evaluating the
demand for personalised travel services (PTS) in Singapore
and preferred service attributes of outbound customers in
Singapore. The findings are particularly relevant to travel
service providers in reaching out to this customer segment.

A.  Trends in the Global Travel Industry

The global demand for travel and tourism provides
unprecedented opportunities. Global outbound traffic
spending has been rising rapidly. In total, outbound travel

spending grew 8% to €828 billion in 2011 [4]. In addition,
spending per trip has also increased. Asians spend the most
per trip, ahead of Americans and Europeans. In tandem with
the global trends, Asia Pacific has also seen a 14% increase in
outbound travel [4]. One of the key driving forces for this
increase is the rise of large, relatively well-off middle classes
in the region. A recent study by UNWTO [2] on international
tourist movements and trends shows positive growth
worldwide from 1995 to 2020. The study forecasts that the
outbound travel sector will grow from 1 billion in 2010 to 1.56
billion in 2020. It also recognises a shift in focus from Europe
to East Asia Pacific (EAP) wherein the EAP region will
contribute to 25.4% arrivals in 2020, up from 14.4% in 1995.

Moreover, travellers are shifting from buying consumer
products to buying experiences, especially consumers in Hong
Kong, Japan, Republic of Korea, Singapore and Taiwan [8].
As a result, demand for customised tours, quality assurance
and interactive experience is on the rise. The same report
(which involved a content analysis of 766 travel reports)
identified the following key trends in the Asia-Pacific region:

e Travel has become more activity-based
rather than destination-based

e Travel experiences and customised tours
have become more important

e  Tastes and travel spending have become
more polarised

Delivery of unique travel experiences that engage
consumers will be essential. This view is supported by the fact
that an experience economy is emerging in which there is
greater involvement of both service providers and customers
in the service delivery process [9]. Customers want to play a
more active role in the design of their travel plans by declaring
their preferences for customised packages and itineraries.
Further evidence of this trend is provided by Smith [10], who
has concluded that a tourism product is made up of five
elements: physical plant, service, hospitality, freedom of
choice and involvement.

As consumer living standards rise, a strong sense of
autonomy and increasingly abundant travel experiences are
causing the travel market to become more segmented.
Travellers will always have different purposes and preferences
in their selection of tours. These differences are accounted for
by consumer age, lifestyle, educational and income
backgrounds [11]. Packaged tours provide less flexibility due
to the large number of designated sites to be visited [12].

Many travelers today participate in ‘special-interest’
tours, such as culinary tours, adventure tours, nature-based
travel, cultural and heritage tours, agri-tourism and such [13].
The growth of these special-interest tours has been further
documented in the Brown & Hudson [14] ongoing survey of
future trends in the luxury travel market. The most appropriate
and relevant way to cater to such travelers is through an
interactive personalized and customized “high touch”
approach [15] [16].
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A study by marketing interactive website in 2011
reveals that even during an economic slowdown, one group of
consumers - the affluent travellers - did not alter their travel
frequency or patterns. Though the customer segment was
resilient through economic crises, it demanded personalised
attention by travel agent and customised advice on their travel
needs [17].

Research by Visit Britain [18], Britain’s national
tourism agency, has elucidated some of the characteristics of
this economically important luxury travel market. Based on
this research, it categorized luxury travelers into three key
groups — the Gold (overt, demonstrates and broadcasts
wealth), the Platinum (less overt, comfortable luxury) and
Black (understated, minimal, ultimate in exclusivity). The
final category represents an emerging and growing group of
travellers interested in luxury - seamless and hassle-free travel
experience. The agency pointed to a growing need for travel
suppliers to build customized packages that are highly tailored
to the individual’s tastes and specifications. Similarly,
exploratory interviews carried out with travel industry leaders
and retail travel consultants support the above findings [19].
According to the study, customers are becoming more
sophisticated and knowledgeable and are looking for
specialised holidays experiences different from the needs of
mass tourism. Modern tourists demand a range of services
from service-providers and select the most preferred option.
Today, tourist experiences are heterogeneous rather than
homogeneous [20]. In other words, service providers should
move towards offering a range of travel packages, preferably
customised to travellers’ needs.

The purchase of an expensive, complex service such
as an international holiday requires a great deal of information
and reliable expert advice. The risks involved in such a
purchase are substantial. Hence, personal, specialised and
professional travel services are needed by travellers, especially
high net worth individuals [21]. Travellers have resorted to the
Internet for travel related information but the vastness of the
information available online exerts time demands [22] for
consumers to access and assess information and assemble it
into a personalised package.

According to Peter J. Bates, Founder and President of
marketing communications consultancy Strategic Vision,
customisation is one of the central components of success in
marketing to luxury travellers. The ability to provide
personalised services is valued among the luxury travellers
[14]. Further, an article entitled ‘Selling Luxury: When 5 stars
isn’t enough’ strongly suggests that luxury travellers today
want optimised vacation experiences tailored exclusively by
an expert who understands their personal needs [23].

The target market for personalised travel services is
the more affluent segment of travellers. The growth of this
market segment is reinforced by the findings of an Asia
Pacific PAX survey done in 2011 by Synovate, a global
marketing research company. The survey involving 1,678
affluent Singaporeans revealed that this group feels the need
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for exclusivity and understands quality perception. Further,
there is a large increase in the purchase of big-ticket items,
such as travelling. Travellers from Singapore ranked the
highest in taking leisure trips. Three out of four affluent
Singaporeans (73%) went on one or more leisure trips, an
increase of 14% from 2010. This finding points to a significant
affluent target market. Customers are demanding higher
service levels, better quality information and personalised
packages. 38% of travellers will pay up to 20% more for
customised products and services [5].

In 2011, 218,199 individuals in Singapore had annual
incomes of S$100,000 and above [24]. This represents about
21% of all resident taxpayers. Household income from work
in 2010 increased in tandem with strong economic growth.
The median and average household income in Singapore
increased from S$3600 in 2000 to S$5000 in 2010 [25]. With
the exception of a couple of years, household income has been
rising steadily. This translates to higher disposable income for
spending on discretionary items such as travel and tourism.

Singapore is a small country with limited natural
scenery and leisure places for its people to enjoy. Hence,
many Singaporeans and permanent residents prefer to travel
out of Singapore and travel is a luxury that many are willing to
pay for. Early in this report, data from the ITB World Travel
Report 2011/2012 and the Singapore Department of Statistics
has shown there is tremendous growth in tourist activity in
recent years. Over the years, Singapore travelers have become
very sophisticated and constantly demand higher quality travel
services and experiences. As noted by Brown & Hudson [14],
the ever-growing demand for personalized customer service
requires a strengthened relationship between travel agents and
clients. The suggestion that travel agents provide better service
than is available on the Internet has been put forward by a
number of authors such as Caragata & Demont [26], Pappas
[27] and Furger [28]. In addition, the results and findings of
the survey confirm the demand and need for personalized
travel services. Travel agencies need to develop more niche
products and to cater to tourists who are indulging their
greater freedom to travel [5].

Global marketing research company Synovate has
proven that three out of four affluent Singaporeans went on
one or more leisure trip per year [29]. The survey finding that
more than 61.9% of respondents make 2 or more leisure trips
within a 12-month period proves that there is sustainable
growth in this business. Strongly supporting the
recommendation of providing personalised travel services is
the survey finding that many affluent travellers are rather
dissatisfied with the present service they receive from travel
agents/travel arrangers.

An article “The World of Travel in 2020’ reported
that the ‘one size fits all’ approach will no longer work.
Travellers of the future will require travel agents to constantly
update their product offerings. The article goes on to suggest
that over the next 15 years, travel agencies that can offer
seamless services will appeal to the time-starved traveler [30].
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Thus, travel agents should move from a focus on
transaction processing to the provision of consultant services
(expand advisory functions and concentrate on the provision
of information and details that are not available on the
Internet) and there is an opportunity for travel agents to focus
on specific markets and specialised activities.

B.  Singapore Travel Industry

Outbound tourist activity in Singapore has moved in
parallel with increased outbound travel in the whole Asia
Pacific region. The number of outbound departures of
Singapore residents has shown a strong and steady increase
from 5.5 million travellers in 2006 to 7.3 million travellers in
2010 [31]. The small physical size of Singapore, the busy
work schedules, limited local leisure spots and activities,
accessibility and its modern and convenient transport services
are factors that have resulted in greater outbound traffic.
Travel is a lifestyle for Singaporeans, with more than 50% of
the population making at least one overseas trip in a year [25].

Not only has tourism and leisure travel increased
rapidly, there is a trend towards more personalised travel
services as well, especially in the luxury market. Brown &
Hudson [14] are undertaking a qualitative and quantitative
research project, ‘The Future of Luxury Travel, A Global
Trends Report’ to be carried out from 2011 — 2013 to measure
the main trends and challenges of the luxury travel industry.
The study findings reveal that the need for personalisation will
continue to grow within the luxury travel industry and points
to an increased demand for concierge-type travel services.

The Singapore leisure agency industry has largely
remained the same over the past 50 years in terms of its group
products business model. In the past, most travel agencies
adopted product-oriented strategies to cater to the mass market
traveller and many tourism products were limited to fixed
forms. However, the consumer holiday market is increasingly
mature and sophisticated. As travellers look for
personalisation, agencies must develop strategies to cater to
these needs and desires. The emerging market presents a
contrast with the mass market segment involving large group
size, bargain price deals and fixed pre-packaged tours. It
represents a trend towards service delivery that is highly
focused on service innovation for its customer segments with
customized itinerary [32].
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Il. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

As stated in the introduction this paper has two objectives.
The first objective is to establish the market potential for
personalised travel services (PTS) in Singapore. The second
objective of the paper is to create an inventory of desirable
service attributes of PTS. PTS is a one-stop personalized
service, which provides flexibility and convenience to the
customer. Rather than visiting the retail agency outlet,
customers can be served at their preferred venue and time.
For the target group, the holiday experience begins with the
first meeting, with the creation of distinctive experiences
through a travel concierge. The key research objectives were
summarized as follows:

e To identify the demand for personalized
travel services among affluent Singaporeans and
Singapore Permanent Residents on outbound leisure
travel.

Currently, the industry is focused on meeting the needs
of the mass travel market, which is saturated and
highly competitive. With the increasing affluence of
holiday makers and the frequency of travel, the market
is becoming more segmented, leading to demand for
differentiated products and services. The study was
designed to focus on Singaporeans and permanent
residents as they form the core and sustainable
customer base of the holiday travel market.

e To establish the preferred service attributes
of travelers within the PTS target market

To generate a better understanding of the needs of this
market segment, it was important to verify and substantiate
them.

1. METHODOLOGY

The primary data collection instrument used was a survey
questionnaire. Essentially, the sampling method was a
combination of judgment and convenience approaches [33].
Since the proposed service was targeted at the high income
segment of travellers, households with an income of at least
S$100,000 per annum were judged to be an appropriate survey
sample. Judgment sampling was used as the researchers were
well able to gauge the type of units that would be fit and
appropriate  to survey, primarily affluent households.
Convenience sampling was applied in that the subjects were
selected because of their convenient accessibility and
proximity to the researchers. This sampling framework was
deemed to be relevant for this exploratory study to give a basic
and general insight into the travel habits and needs of this
affluent group of travellers.

Respondents were selected from business associates and
customers of travel related products. Factors such as ease of
contact, availability (e-mail addresses) and known willingness
to participate in the survey were considered. This approach
provided a gross estimate of the results, without incurring too

much cost and time to gather the data. The survey consisted of
11 questions, in a combination of open and close-ended
format. A total of 100 e-mail invitations were sent out and 42
completed surveys were received, giving a response rate of 42,
The questions were designed with the research objectives in
mind and focused on finding out:

demand for personalised travel services

the criteria participants use in picking a travel
agent

the service attributes they would expect from
personalised travel services

the frequency of holiday travel

who arranged their trips

their experience with their travel arranger

their acceptance of ‘standard tour packages’
offered by travel agents

Additionally, some respondents were hesitant to
participate despite being assured of confidentiality and
anonymity and this affected the response rate. Nevertheless,
sufficient responses were received to draw meaningful
conclusions pertinent to the research objectives.

V. FINDINGS

The survey was conducted to validate the two objectives-
to establish if there is a demand for personalised travel
services (PTS) and to ascertain the desired attributes of such
personalised travel services. The survey results were therefore
analysed bearing in mind these two objectives.

The key findings with respect to the demand for
personalised travel services are summarised as follows:

o 64.3 % of all respondents indicated a
preference for PTS

e 62.5 % of those who currently engaged in
self-booking said yes to PTS

e 70.0 % among those who currently booked
through travel agent/arranger said yes to PTS

e The five most frequently cited desired
attributes of PTS were convenience, personalized
itinerary,  personalized  package,  experienced
consultants and trust factor

A.  Preference for PTS

The 64.3% endorsement by all respondents for PTS is a
clear indication of the demand for a more personalized and
professional service beyond what is currently available in the
market. Of particular significance is the finding that 62.5% of
those respondents who currently engage in self-booking were
favourable towards the idea of PTS. This willingness to shift
from self-booking to PTS suggests that these respondents,
given the appropriate choice, would prefer the service of a
professional high-touch agent.
Among the respondents who were actually satisfied with their
current travel agent, a large number (70%) were still interested
in utilising PTS. While comfortable with the traditional
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service of a travel agent, this group would consider PTS, given
a choice. As many as 61.9% of all respondents indicated that
they were not happy to book standard packaged holidays
provided by travel agents.
B. Demand Factor in Terms of Frequency of
Travel

The respondents were from an affluent group with a
household income of at least S$100,000 per annum. Within
any 12-month period, 100% of respondents took at least one
holiday trip a year. 42.9% take two trips a year, 7.1% take 3
holidays a year and 11.9% take more than 3 holidays a year.
The demand for PTS among those who take two or more
holiday trips is as high as 71.4% as against those who make
only one trip (57%).
C. Desired Attributes
Table 1 provides in descending order the desired
attributes of service the respondents expect from their travel
agent. This order is based on the number of respondents who
selected each attribute.

TABLE 1
DESIRED SERVICE ATTRIBUTES OF AFFLUENT OUTBOUND
TRAVELLERS IN SINGAPORE

Ranking Attribute I:Iel;?o%egents of
1 Personalised Itinerary 29
2 Convenience 25
2 Personalised package 25
Experienced travel

4 consultant 24
4 Trust 24
6 Confidence 20
6 Personal tour guide 20
8 Privacy 16
9 Others 3

The top five main attributes are congruent with the value
proposition of PTS, which is to provide convenience,
customisation and professional service staff. The service
attributes are covered in detail in the discussion section.

V. DISCUSSION

The literature review and the survey results are clear
proof that there is a real potential to target affluent travelers,
who represent a lucrative niche market for personalized travel
services. As seen in the response to question nine in the
survey, there is genuine market potential for personalised
travel services. Strategies by organisations to reach the
affluent customer, such as, the launch of a ‘luxury travel’
credit card by the Hong Kong & Shanghai Banking
Corporation (HSBC) in Singapore confirms the above
findings. The credit card features ‘travel and lifestyle butler’
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travel experiences for its cardholders and is targeted at
consumers belonging to the high net worth and mass affluent
segment who desire personalised travel services [34]. This is
clear evidence that there is indeed a ready market of affluent
travelers who want personalized and customized travel
services. Furthermore, the response to question one in the
survey exhibit that travelers who take two or more holiday
trips a year have a greater preference for personalized travel
services. This result could be attributed to the fact that
frequent travellers are likely to fall into the affluent traveller
category and hence are more demanding.

Several studies emphasize the importance of addressing
the needs and wants of the customer instead of packaging the
service offering with general features [15] [35]. The five most
important service dimensions for people when they are
planning and arranging their travels abroad are reliability,
handling complexity, assurance, good deals and security [36].
The top attributes most frequently cited are a good reflection
of the desired dimensions when the select group of
respondents are thinking about their next holiday. Questions
such as Where to go, what to see and things to do as suggested
by personalized itinerary came in as the number one attribute.
Furthermore, these affluent travellers tend to be time-starved,
so having an experienced travel consultant tailor a holiday
package for them does seem a logical service development to
cater to their needs.

The survey finding confirms that the desired attributes are
in congruence with the five value proposition of PTS
identified by Cheyne et al [36]. For example, professionalism
means staff members are reliable and provide assurance that
they are capable of meeting all aspects of the travel needs of
their customers. Handling complexity and ensuring security is
related to providing an excellent customer experience and
good deals are related to value. The Trust attribute, although
ranked fifth in order of frequency cited, is just as important
because of the time and financial commitment customer invest
in the holiday for their family. In summary, the respondents
were concerned about their front-to-end experience in holiday
planning highlighting the need for seamless travel experience
[11] [37]. The report ‘Mega-Trends of Tourism in Asia-
Pacific’ has postulated that travel agents need to transform
themselves into travel consultants and advisors and this is best
done by ensuring personalized services and arming themselves
with thorough knowledge and expertise to provide the
seamless travel experience to customers. Furthermore, the
changing preference of travelers for more customized travel
packages requires that the travel consultant develop skills in
integrating different sub-products into a personalized package
to suit customers’ preferences.
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VI.  CONCLUSION

Studies and data on tourist activity highlight emerging
trends in the tourism and hospitality sector, particularly
regarding the growing affluence of travelers and their
changing preferences. The survey discussed in this paper
further justifies the need to expand into the provision of such
personalized and customized travel services.

The feedback from respondents indicates that the travel
market has matured and is evolving into niche markets.
Further, the suggestions from respondents confirm that the gap
in the market place can be covered by the introduction of
personalised travel services (PTS). The outbound travel
market is getting more affluent and sophisticated and is
seeking improvements in the products and services provided
by travel agencies. This evolution will lead to an increasing
demand for more high-touch travel services.

Greater sophistication and more knowledgeable travelers
globally and specifically in Singapore are changing the
landscape of the travel and hospitality industry. A departure
from standardized mass market type of travel packages to
more specific and special travel itineraries and activities is
increasingly likely. This will call not only for a more
personalized approach, but also an ‘on-call’ travel service that
can quickly and expeditiously meet the needs of this niche
market.

Although the travel industry is highly competitive, most
travel agencies have limitations in catering to affluent
travelers. This is due to the business model they use, which
involves a retail set up, fixed operating hours and poorly
trained staff.

VIl.  FUTURE RESEARCH

The literature reviews and survey discussed in this paper
were carried out as exploratory research to verify the demand
for personalised travel services and to identify the key service
attributes desired by customers. As mentioned earlier, this
demand has been clearly established through this exploratory
research and an inventory of key attributes is compiled. This
paves the way for more in-depth research to identify the
demographic and psychographic characteristics of the affluent
customer segment to identify the target market and to identify
more detailed and specific requirements of the Singapore
affluent traveller market.
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