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Travel 2025: How Digital Transformation and
Global Growth Are Redefining Leadership Roles

The travel industry is undergoing a major transformation, thanks to technology and

the growth of technology-driven business models and shifts in customer and workforce
demographics. The rapid advance of digital technologies, the growing impact and scale
of nontraditional travel markets, evolving competitive marketplace dynamics, and the
rise of new, and often unorthodox, players within the travel ecosystem are fueling
massive waves of change.

To thrive in this new environment — especially in emerging travel markets where
technology adoption is growing, infrastructure is improving and companies are
seeking more international collaboration — the next generation of leaders must
have the capabilities to:

» Transform their business by leveraging emerging technologies and innovative
business models, and by redefining how existing models are executed — both
commercially and operationally

» Lead an increasingly multicultural workforce, serve diverse multicultural guests in
all markets, and effectively manage a business system in which formerly emerging
markets are rapidly becoming primary ones

» Tear down divisional silos, integrate business units, promote cross-functional
collaboration and, ultimately, increase the agility of the enterprise

»  Empower their teams — particularly those at the front line — with the data and
resources they need to make decisions on-site, enabling them to tailor services
to enhance each guest experience

» Forge new partnerships with innovative players both inside and outside of the travel
ecosystem to provide an “experience continuum” for customers

» Build a company culture that encourages new ways of thinking, doesn’t shy away from
taking risks and isn’t afraid to “fail fast,” learn from miscues and move on
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From our recent conversations with top executives in the airline,
hospitality and ground transportation sectors, we identified the
top trends poised to make a profound impact on the travel indus-
try over the next decade. In this report, we will review these
developments and share perspectives on the challenges — and
opportunities — they present. We will also explore what these
trends imply for the next generation of leaders, and offer our
insights on the capabilities travel leaders will need to shape
successful businesses in 2025 and beyond.

WHAT DO TODAY’S TRENDS IMPLY FOR
TOMORROW’S TRAVEL LEADERS?

In 2025 and beyond, success in the travel industry will be defined
in terms vastly different from the definitions of the past — and
the key trends emerging in the industry today have far-reaching
implications for the next generation of leaders.

What capabilities will the next generation of travel leaders need to
drive and sustain successful businesses in the future? As one of
the world's premier leadership advisory firms with decades of
experience collaborating with travel companies across the world,
Spencer Stuart sees the following as essential strengths for the
next generation of senior leaders:

The ability to “look around the corner” to capture new
business opportunities

To outperform traditional rivals — and stave off challenges from
new competitors disrupting their markets and business models
— the next generation of leaders will need to be skilled in identify-
ing unconventional business opportunities and adept at
transforming business models to seize those opportunities.

With an orientation toward learning and innovation, leaders
must be outward-facing, constantly monitoring broad consumer
and technology trends in addition to sector and competitive
changes and carefully considering how they will impact their
specific business.

“What's going to define a great CEQ is the ability to really look
around the corner, see things that aren’t obvious to the naked eye
and understand the potential implications for the business
model,” a hotel industry executive said.

AIRLINES

Shifting focus to the overall
customer experience

Unlike organizations in
many industries these
days, airline companies
don’t have to fear their
core business function will

be disrupted, as nothing
anticipated can replace the basic delivery
medium of safe airplane travel. But airlines
that continue to shape their business models
solely on moving passengers safely from
point A to point B are likely to fall short.

“The airline seat does not dominate the value
chain anymore; it is the overall customer
experience,” one airline executive told us.
“What makes the customer book with us is
having more choices than other airlines are
able to offer.”

Recent consolidation in the airline industry,
combined with improving profits gained
through lower fuel prices, have enabled
airlines to make much-needed and
much-welcomed investments in their fleets,
infrastructure and technology to deliver a
better travel experience for customers.

U.S.-based legacy carriers, in particular,
have a “pent-up desire” to use technology

to enhance the “experience continuum”

and lure highly coveted business and
international passengers away from their
overseas competitors, explained an executive
of a leading global airline.

Meanwhile, to level the playing field with
discount-fare competitors, legacy airlines are
increasing efficiency and reducing costs to
better position their business against these
disruptors. This includes “cabin segmenta-
tion” — offering low-margin economy fares
along with traditional fare options and
recovering the price difference through
ancillary services and fees.
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A less traditional career path with an all-around view
of the business

Because technology is creating more interconnected business
models, the most valued leaders will come from less traditional
career paths and have experience across more business functions.

Rather than having a traditional background, the most coveted
leaders in the future will have an all-around view of the business
and direct experience across more areas of the business, particu-
larly in those areas that interact with customers.

“In business today, you're really interconnected, so you need to have
executives who are experts in their area, but also are well-rounded
enough to understand who needs to be in the conversation to make
decisions quickly,” said a hotel industry executive. “They need to
know when to operate as an interdependent team, and when to just
let things go to be very independent.”

The ability to analyze data and use insights from
data to enhance and accelerate decision-making
across the enterprise

As digital technologies continue to reshape and refocus the travel
industry, leaders must embrace innovation and understand how
to leverage technology to provide a seamless experience through-
out the entire customer relationship.

One hotel industry executive explained the shift like this, “It's not
so about much knowing how to operate a hotel as it understand-
ing how you connect to customers in a digitally enabled world,
and knowing how you’re going to use technology, data and analyt-
ics to improve and enhance the guest experience and ultimately
drive business performance.”

A sophisticated understanding of how to analyze data and use
insights from data to inform and accelerate business deci-
sion-making will give future leaders a distinct competitive
advantage. Leaders should have a keen knowledge of — and a
demonstrated track record in — how to leverage advanced data
analytics to make faster business decisions, particularly those that
lead to new business opportunities — all while still creating
human connections with the guest.

“You need to let the data speak for itself and use analytical
capabilities to identify opportunities that on the surface you
wouldn’t necessarily know were there,” said an executive in
the car rental industry.

HOTELS
Thinking beyond “heads in beds”’

As they look to expand
both at home and abroad,
hotel brands continue to
face stiff competition from
home-sharing companies

like Airbnb. To win guests
back, brands are transforming their opera-
tions to move more decision-making to those
on the front line and creating business
models aimed directly at delivering a more
alluring guest experience.

“You're going to see the industry continue
to consolidate because the ability to invest
in technology and in the enterprise at scale
is going to be critical to win going forward,”
predicted a top hotel industry executive.
“Simultaneously, even as the big companies
continue to get even bigger, brands are
going to have to have meaning to people,

as well. Customers today are more discern-
ing than ever before, so you're going to see
a lot more segmentation take place in the
brand portfolio.”

As brands diversify their portfolios to

meet the changing — and market-specific
— expectations of their guests, they're
finding digital technology to be one of their
strongest assets. Increasingly, brands are
empowering their front-line teams with
the digital tools they need to make
decisions on-site rather than having

to wait for an answer to come back from
corporate headquarters.

Moving more operational control to the front
line enables brands to think beyond the
traditional “get heads in beds” approach and
focus instead on improving and personaliz-
ing the overall guest experience, both on-site
and off. The most innovative brands are
creating new travel ecosystems, partnering
with local businesses — such as nearby
restaurants, health and wellness facilities,

CONTINUED ON PAGE 4

SPENCER STUART

PAGE 3



TRAVEL 2025 HOW LEADERSHIP ROLES ARE BEING REDEFINED FOR A MORE GLOBAL AND TECHNOLOGY-DRIVEN BUSINESS

Leaders looking to deliver a seamless consumer experience can no
longer rely on the top-down approach to decision-making histori-
cally used in the travel industry. Instead, they must be ready, willing
and able to delegate decision-making across the entire enterprise,
especially to teams who have direct contact with customers.

This means that leaders should be ready to “democratize” their
data — and give front-line employees access to the information
they need to make business decisions in a less hierarchical way.

“What we need are leaders, servant leaders primarily, who under-
stand that their job is to not only make sure they are supporting
the front line and giving the front line the tools they need to go do
their jobs, but also making sure the front line understands that's
what we're here for — to serve those who serve our customers.”

An awareness of — and appreciation for — diversity
in both the workplace and the marketplace

Gone are the days when the battles for market share were fought
mostly in traditional western markets. Increasingly, the competi-
tion for customers is taking place far away from corporate
headquarters in rapidly growing markets like those in Southeast
Asia, Latin America, the Middle East and Africa. To come out on
top, the next generation of leaders must embrace diversity in all
aspects of the business.

“We have an incredibly diverse set of customers, and we need to
make sure our leadership and our workforce reflects that same
level of diversity of thought and of makeup,” an airline executive
explained. “It’s not just doing the right thing; it makes the team
so much stronger and able to understand what we need to do to
think forward and lead forward.”

As they seek to grow their business in emerging markets, leaders
must understand the unique nuances and regional preferences of
the customers who live in those markets. They must also be
aware of the expectations of people traveling from those markets
to other parts of the world. Leaders with experience gained by
living and working in emerging markets will be better prepared
— and more valued — than those who have not.

A deep understanding of what drives a winning culture

Evolving culture will be a key pillar of the strategic agenda of most
travel companies. As they move away from traditional hierarchies
and toward models that empower teams across the organization

HOTELS, CONTINUED

and tours and activities operators — to entice
guests looking for more than just a good
night’s sleep during their stays.

Hotels brands are also laser-focused on
gaining customers in travel markets outside
the traditional “home” markets in the U.S.
and Western Europe.

As Southeast Asia, Latin America, the Middle
East, Africa and similar markets continue to
grow in both scale and impact, “you just can’t
afford to be one-market-centric anymore,”
one hotel executive said.

A colleague agreed, adding that “It’s all about
understanding where you can compete
effectively based upon your business model.”

GROUND
TRANSPORTATION

From Point A to Point B in far
different ways

Literally and figuratively,

technology continues to
Vam

steer the ground transporta-
J

tion business into entirely
new directions. Much like
ride-hailing and car-sharing
platforms have already revolutionized how
consumers get around today, it appears all but
inevitable that driverless vehicles will trans-
form the industry once again.

Predicted to occur within the next decade, the
advent of driverless cars represents the
biggest supply disruption that any sector of
the travel industry will likely face in that time
frame. Recognizing the potential disruption,
the most innovative enterprises in the sector
are preparing to change their business
models to meet customers’ needs in what
may evolve into an entirely new ground
transportation ecosystem.

Meanwhile, as more elements of the traditional

car rental experience become automated,

companies are realigning their operational
CONTINUED ON PAGE §
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to make the right decisions for customers, leaders will need a
deeper understanding of the drivers of culture, and the ability to
define a target culture and model desired behaviors.

To thrive in increasingly global and digitally travel ecosystem,
successful leaders will be capable of envisioning and shaping a
culture that embraces learning and flexibility, purpose and caring,
moving away from cultures that emphasize safety, order and
authority and rely on traditional hierarchies and processes.

In creating such an environment, leaders must be ready to look
beyond traditional performance metrics and be prepared to aban-
don hierarchical corporate structures and outdated business
models. They must be eager to break down silos and promote
cross-functional collaboration and decision-making — and ulti-
mately create a company culture that is laser-focused on meeting,
if not exceeding, the steadily increasing and rapidly changing
expectations of the travel consumer.

“You have to be able to move at a rapid pace, and to do that, you're
going to have to trust your teams and provide them with a level of
independent decision-making, but also let them know they can lean
back in to get support and advice,” said a hotel industry executive.

In building a winning culture, cross-functional communication and
collaboration will be absolutely essential, an airline executive
stressed. “There’s no doubt that with the ability to communicate
so much more easily today — along with the spread of informa-
tion and data so quickly — the need to collaborate is so much
more important,” the executive said. “You don’t want to have
structures that make people go up through a chain of command
and then back again to communicate with each other.”

Along with creating a working environment that embraces commu-
nication and collaboration, leaders create an open culture that
encourages out-of-the-box ideas and welcomes risk — and doesn’t
punish people for mistakes that help the organization learn.

“The big shift for us is this ability to ‘fail fast,’” said a car rental
industry executive. “In the past, we weren’t good at failure at all. In
fact, we didn’t even like talking about it. But failing fast, learning
from it, then moving on is the big culture shift we really needed.”

GROUND TRANSPORTATION, CONTINUED

models around digital technologies, and
reducing and/or re-training their workforces to
drive up efficiency and drive down costs in
existing operations.

Transportation companies also are looking at
ways to open new revenue streams at every
link in the ground transportation value chain
— including customer acquisition and
demand generation, fleet management, price
and promotion management, customer
service, vehicle purchasing, and vehicle
remarketing and recycling. As they do, they
are forming partnerships with businesses that
specialize in the different links in the chain,
such as OEMs, dealers, fleet-management
providers and even ride-sharing companies.

“Given the speed of innovation across so
many different platforms, we're seeing real
benefit in partnering with companies who
can help us accelerate the development
and deployment of features that improve
— if not revolutionize — the customer
experience,” said an executive from a
leading mobility company.“

TRAVEL AND TOUR
OPERATORS
Building customized options

The rise of online travel
==z booking sites and low-cost
PrceroRT airlines has made it easier

@ and less expensive for
bargain-hunting travelers
to plan and book their

own holidays. Meanwhile, the idea of
standardized tours is less appealing to a
new generation of travel consumers, who
want more options and the ability to chart
their own course.

In response to consumers’ desire for more
flexibility and choice, traditional tour
operators are moving beyond offering
standardized holiday packages to enable
travelers to select specific accommodations

CONTINUED ON PAGE 6
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THE ULTIMATE GOAL: BUILDING AND
SUSTAINING BUSINESS MOMENTUM

With digital technologies and increasing globalization dramatically
reshaping the travel industry, the job description of the industry
leader is being redefined as well. Though their performance will be
benchmarked in a variety of new ways, the next generation of lead-
ers will ultimately be measured by how effectively they can build
and sustain business momentum — momentum that creates
opportunity and the courage to experiment and take risks.

Why? As one hotel industry executive succinctly put it, “If you've
got the right momentum going, it does lend itself to success.”

Assessing the next generation of travel industry leaders

How can companies in the travel industry improve their
approach to identifying and developing the next generation
of senior leadership?

As leadership advisers for more than 60 years, Spencer Stuart
has studied leadership in a wide range of contexts, and we have
developed an understanding of how to help our clients think
about the role of leadership in their organizations, and how to
select and develop the senior executives capable of making and
sustaining a positive impact on the business.

Based on this understanding, we have created a comprehensive
approach to leadership assessment that employs multiple meth-
ods to evaluate an individual’s ability to perform, fit and make an
enduring impact in a critical leadership role. Our approach
includes three proprietary tools:

» Our Executive Intelligence (ExI®) evaluation measures the
dimensions of intelligence that predict performance potential,
including an executive’s ability to respond to and effectively
lead change. Results are benchmarked against a global
database of thousands of the world’s most senior executives
collected over the past decade.

TRAVEL AND TOUR OPERATORS, CONTINUED

and activities. Over time, travel companies
will use technology and a wealth of custom-
er data to “tailor the offering to the exact
needs of the customer — even when the
customer doesn’t know yet what he needs,”
said one travel company leader.

Increasingly, travel companies will use
technology to bring the trip to life online
for travelers planning their trips. Already,
companies are using technology to enable
travelers to choose their specific rooms in
advance of the trip, based on the room
layout and its location near amenities such
as the pool or the bar, or to reserve sunbeds
before departure, knowing where the sun
and shade will be over the course of the day.

As they look ahead, travel companies are
investing in new technology, forging
partnerships with digital players and others
to increase offerings, and developing
branded properties appealing to modern
travelers’ sensibilities.

Travel companies leaders must communi-
cate a clear direction for the business,
inspire people across the organization to be
curious and innovative and build flexible,
collaborative cultures. As one travel leader
explained, “If you don’t have a unifying set
of values and agreement on a set of targets,
you will struggle to move forward and do the
right thing.” In addition, future leaders will
need to be technology-savvy and equipped to
creatively leverage the growing amount of
customer data at their disposal, and have
experience in multiple travel markets.

» Our Leadership Capability Assessment evaluates and benchmarks leaders on the six capabilities our research

shows are critical to leadership performance: Strategic Thinking, Driving Results, Leading Change, Leading

People, Collaborating and Influencing, and Building People Capability.

»  With our Culture Alignment Framework, we help clients assess the alignment of culture and strategy, establish a

target culture and evaluate the degree to which leaders are likely to fit with, adapt to and shape culture.

Leveraging these three assessment tools, we are helping organizations across the travel industry to create a leader-

ship development plan — a roadmap for finding the right leaders to drive their success in 2025 and beyond.

SPENCER STUART

PAGE 6


https://www.spencerstuart.com/what-we-do/our-capabilities/executive-assessment-services/executive-intelligence
https://www.spencerstuart.com/what-we-do/our-capabilities/leadership-consulting/leadership-capability-assessment
https://www.spencerstuart.com/what-we-do/our-capabilities/leadership-consulting/organizational-culture

TRAVEL 2025 HOW LEADERSHIP ROLES ARE BEING REDEFINED FOR A MORE GLOBAL AND TECHNOLOGY-DRIVEN BUSINESS

The authors are grateful to the many executives who shared their experiences and insights

as we prepared this report:

Keith Barr
Chief Executive Officer
IHG

Olivier Chavy
Chief Executive Officer
Mévenpick Hotels & Resorts

Elise Eberwein

Executive Vice President —
People and Communications
American Airlines

Harry Hohmeister

Group Head,

Hub Management Division
Lufthansa

Ned Linnen

Executive Vice President &
Chief Human Resources Officer
Avis Budget Group

David Rodriguez

Executive Vice President & Global
Chief Human Resources Officer
Marriott

Jude Bricker
President & Chief Executive Officer
Sun Country Airlines

Alex Cruz
Chairman & Chief Executive Officer
British Airways

Peter Fankhauser
Group Chief Executive Officer
Thomas Cook Group

Mark S. Hoplamazian
President & Chief Executive Officer
Hyatt Hotels Corporation

Christoph Mueller
Chief Digital and Innovation Officer
Emirates Airline

Gary Chapman
President

Group Services
Emirates Airlines

Larry D. De Shon

Chief Executive Officer & Chief
Operating Officer

Avis Budget Group

Federico Gonzalez-Tejera
President & Chief Executive Officer
Rezidor

Eric Levenhagen

Executive Vice President &
General Counsel

Sun Country Airlines

Doug Parker
Chairman & Chief Executive Officer
American Airlines Group

SPENCER STUART

PAGE 7
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ABOUT SPENCER STUART

At Spencer Stuart, we know how much leadership matters. We are trusted by organizations
around the world to help them make the senior-level leadership decisions that have a lasting
impact on their enterprises. Through our executive search, board and leadership advisory
services, we help build and enhance high-performing teams for select clients ranging from
major multinationals to emerging companies to nonprofit institutions.

Privately held since 1956, we focus on delivering knowledge, insight and results through the
collaborative efforts of a team of experts — now spanning 57 offices, 30 countries and more
than 50 practice specialties. Boards and leaders consistently turn to Spencer Stuart to help
address their evolving leadership needs in areas such as senior-level executive search, board
recruitment, board effectiveness, succession planning, in-depth senior management
assessment and many other facets of organizational effectiveness.

For more information on Spencer Stuart, please visit www.spencerstuart.com.

Social Media @ Spencer Stuart

Stay up to date on the trends and topics that
are relevant to your business and career.
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