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INTRODUCTION

For the second consecutive year, the Association of Corporate Travel Executives and KDS, European leader in on-demand travel and expense, have joined forces to survey opinion within the business travel industry on topical issues and trends.  

With rising international concern about global warming, much of this year’s survey centred on the attitudes and behaviours of corporations and business travellers with regard to carbon emissions:  many businesses now publicly state their commitment to the environment, but what are they doing to translate these words into action in their travel arrangements?  

The survey also investigated the latest trends in corporate travel and expense management, including the use of corporate travel policies and the increasing adoption of online self-booking technologies.

The survey was conducted online during December 2006 and January 2007, with over 200 travel managers and business travellers around the world submitting their views.  The findings therefore provide a unique and timely insight into some of the most pressing issues presently facing the business travel industry.

RESPONDENTS

Of the 207 survey respondents, 73 percent were travel managers, whose answers referred to the travel activities of their companies’ employees, while 27 percent were business travellers describing their own views and experiences.  

Respondents were highly experienced in business travel, with 49 percent making or arranging in excess of 20 trips annually, with a further 17 percent involved in ten to 20 trips each year.  Sixty-three percent stated that their company’s travel spend had increased between 2005 and 2006, while 25 percent reported no change.  Only 11 percent saw a decrease in spending.

The respondents represented organisations of all sizes.  Fifty-two percent worked for larger businesses employing more than 5,000 people; 18 percent worked in companies with 1,000 – 5,000 staff; 5 percent worked in firms employing 500 – 1,000 people; and firms with 100 – 500 and 1 –100 people each represented 12 percent of the sample.  Respondents included employees of Aegon, American Standard, Ericsson, Quintile and Unilever.
The findings present a truly global picture, with respondents based all over the world.  Thirty percent were from Continental Europe, 29 percent from the United States and 22 percent from the United Kingdom, and other represented regions included South America (3 percent), Asia (2 percent), Eastern & Central Europe (2 percent), Canada (2 percent) and Africa (1 percent).

SUSTAINABLE TRAVEL

There is clear evidence that companies are continuing to focus on travel budgets as important areas for potential savings.  Eighty-eight percent of respondents said their company had a written travel policy, as opposed to 86 percent in the previous year’s ACTE/KDS study.  

However, only a minority of companies are presently using their policies to enforce an environmental stance: just 32 percent said their travel policy supported sustainable travel.  While a further 35 percent said that their company had such a travel policy under development, a number of other survey responses suggest that most companies have much further to go before they have in place rigorous systems to monitor and manage their carbon emissions.

For example, while 32 percent reported having a sustainable travel policy, the requirements of these policies seems to vary as only 20 percent said that their choice of transportation was influenced by a policy that prioritised vendors with lower carbon emissions or a proper environmental charter.  

Furthermore, while senior executives are increasingly accustomed to articulating their company’s position on global warming, few appear to have much oversight of the emissions generated by their corporate travel arrangements.   Only 20 percent of respondents said that their travel function was required to produce reports for senior management on the emissions generated through their company’s travel.

Overall, environmental sustainability was felt to be a relatively low priority issue for companies, when considered alongside the more traditional concerns of employee security and cost reduction.  Employee security is ranked as companies’ top concern, with 81 percent of respondents citing this as a High priority; cost reduction follows as a close second, ranked as a High priority by 77 percent of the sample; supporting environmental sustainability trails some way behind, ranked a Low priority by the majority of respondents (45 percent), with only 20 percent believing that companies consider this a High priority.

Much public debate about the management of carbon emissions currently centres on the degree of reliance that may be placed on offsetting schemes.  British Environment Secretary David Miliband recently weighed into the debate, saying that offsetting alone “isn’t the answer to climate change… The first step should always be to see how we can avoid and reduce emissions.”  However, the ACTE/KDS survey suggests that new ways will have to be found to help companies reduce the emissions created through their travel, as the simple expedient of cutting back on journeys carries little support:  only 23 percent of respondents reported that their companies had suggested a reduction in travel to support environmental sustainability.

International debate about global warming is felt by many to have recently entered a new phase, following the publication on 2 February 2007 of the fourth assessment report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC).  This document, reflecting the input of over 2,500 of the world’s climate scientists, states that global warming is a real phenomenon and is highly likely to be caused in large part by mankind’s activities.  The report is the most authoritative work yet produced on the subject and is expected to lead to a further tightening of regulations and requirements regarding corporate carbon emissions.

Susan Gurley, executive director and chief staff officer of ACTE, says, “Many companies have already committed themselves to reducing their environmental impact and the IPCC report will likely bring many more into the fold, as customers, shareholders, regulators and others increasingly hold businesses to account.  Corporate travel is a significant area for potential improvements and ACTE will be working closely with travel professionals to help spread the knowledge and skills that can help businesses meet this challenge.”

As one survey respondent put it, “I believe the next decade is going to be dominated by environmentally sustainable travel of which business travel will be a very significant element. Corporates working with professional bodies within the travel industry must provide vision and leadership to drive this agenda and help deliver the solution we desperately need.”
Yves Weisselberger, CEO of KDS, observes, “In our experience, most companies are sincere in their desire to cut and manage their emissions and see travel as an area where improvements can be made.  However, they are currently held back because the market doesn’t offer them the right tools to do this efficiently or on a large scale.  Businesses need to be able to gauge carbon emissions when planning a trip, to weigh up greener alternatives at a glance, and to quickly generate management reports that give them a handle on this new area of data.  KDS believes that the next generation of travel and expense management tools will introduce this capability and help companies truly align their corporate social responsibility and travel policies.”

However, while such technological advances will help to facilitate more environmentally friendly conduct, they must go hand in hand with other developments in the travel industry, as one respondent highlights.  “My company is multi-national with operations in more than 90 countries. Travel is consolidated in 50 countries. Environmental sustainability is a major corporate goal. We have been asked about emissions from airlines, rental cars, etc. but have not found any way to report such information. Options for 'green' travel are nearly nonexistent: rental car companies do not have hybrids available at this time; airlines do not have 'hybrid' or 'green' aircraft. Hotels do not offer much other than not changing towels and linens everyday.”
THE ONLINE MIGRATION

The survey found evidence of companies’ continued adoption of online travel booking tools.  Sixty-nine percent of respondents said their firms use systems, bringing them the associated benefits of travel cost efficiencies and improved management information.

Responses indicate that people are becoming increasingly comfortable with making travel arrangements online, with 76 percent saying that this would be their preferred method for booking a business trip, versus 23 percent who would prefer to book offline via a travel agent.  This compares with 72 percent favouring online in last year’s survey and 27 preferring offline.  In part, this increase likely reflects people’s increasing use of online booking systems when making their own holiday travel arrangements, and consequent receptiveness to similarly intuitive business travel systems.  

GROWING INTEREST IN INTEGRATED T&E

Companies are also making extensive use of online systems for their travel expense management, with 51 percent of respondents reporting their use.  At present, only 8 percent of these involve expenses and travel being managed through the same web-enabled system.  However, according to industry analysts Aberdeen Group, this situation appears likely to change significantly in the coming 24 months.

In a December 2006 research brief, Aberdeen reported growing interest among businesses in end-to-end solutions that incorporate both travel booking/planning and expense management and tracking.  It found that, in addition to the 19 percent of companies already using such systems, a further 26 percent plan to introduce them in the next two years. Aberdeen believes that the driving force behind the interest in such systems is their potential to help greatly improve compliance with T&E policies, as it estimates that almost one in five T&E expenses is non-compliant with company policy.

SUMMARY

The ACTE/KDS survey reveals an apparent disconnect between companies’ intentions to lessen the environmental impact of their activities and their ability to effectively measure and manage their emissions in the area of business travel.  Two-thirds of represented businesses either have a policy towards sustainable travel or are developing one, yet other findings indicate that the issue requires greater boardroom attention and technological support before meaningful changes can be implemented.  

However, the increasing adoption by companies of online systems to manage their travel, expenses, and increasingly both, means that the ground is being prepared for improved environmental compliance once the next generation of ‘green’ travel management systems is introduced and corporate travel suppliers offer greater information and choice with regard to the environmental impact of their offerings.

Full details of the survey findings are available here:  http://www.surveymonkey.com/Report.asp?U=298291573296 
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About ACTE

The Association of Corporate Travel Executive (ACTE) is a non-profit association established to provide executive-level global education and peer-to-peer networking opportunities. Membership spans all of business travel, from corporate buyers to agencies to suppliers, and accords all sectors equal membership. ACTE is represented in 49 countries.  For more information, visit www.acte.org. 

About KDS

KDS on-demand travel & expense offers a completely integrated solution for travel and expense management, addressing essential needs ranging from travel policy definition and enforcement, to online travel self-booking, to automated travel expense processing and beyond. Every critical procedure can be completed through the KDS ASP offering, resulting in greater efficiencies and associated financial benefits. In addition, KDS offers the most extensive back-end connectivity to airline, car, rail and hotel providers in the industry, ensuring optimized pricing and up-to-the-minute inventory control. For more information, visit www.kds.com. 
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