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Abstract: Suppliers branded websites are Self-Booking Tools (SBTs) providing direct linkage of the passenger
with the airline industry. They provide carrier-direct bookings facility to travelers without having them going
through the hassle of other intermediates. On the contrary, Online Travel Agencies (OTAs) cash upon the
nexus of computer reservation systems and global distribution systems act as a central hub for price
differentiation and comparison. Their success 13 derived by mnovational strategies, as a result they hold lion’s
share in the travel industry. In this paper we identify and discuss different OT As features that are not integrated
into SBTs. Tt is essential to understand if the integration of some OTAs featwres could make SBTs more flexible
orline airline reservation systems. Should this is the case, then how could this be done. Therefore, a prelininary
but comprehensive survey with the focus group was conducted with arline executives, using quantitative
survey method to examine their subjective satisfaction with existing systems and to get feedback on the idea
of OTAs features integration into SBTs so as to make them more flexible. The finding indicates that although
opaque fare, matrix display, alternate awrport search and hotel search facility are all part of OTAs” immovations,
adoption of opaque fare concept can make SBTs more flexible online airline reservation systems.

Key words: Self Booking Tools (SBTs), Online Travel Agencies (OTAs), opaque fares, Flexible Online Airline

Reservation Systems (FOARS)

INTRODUCTION

Computer Reservation Systems (CRSs) are the
computerized systems used for storing and retrieving
information such as, airline reservation systems, car rental
systems and, hotel reservation systems. CRSs run on
mainframes, minicomputers or microcomputers and are
connected through data communication links to terminals
within various branches of the company for bookings.
While, Global Distribution Systems (GDSs) are the
systems that book and sell tickets for multiple airlines and
use Intermet gateways to allow users for making
reservations, from hotel booking to car rentals, from
railway reservation to e-ticketing. The emergence of
GDSs and their connectivity with CRSs has brought
hundreds of thousands of travel agents and other
distributors with thousands of suppliers on one single
platform, hence resulting in improved efficiency,
facilitating control and rapid response time to both
customers and management (Coli et al, 2011,
Braham, 1988; Sheldon, 1977, O° Connor, 1999).

Likewise travel agencies through GDSs enjoy the
freedom to make reservations directly from their terminal

with any airline, on any continent. This saves much of
their coordination time and effort that is required in
settling negotiations. A travel agency, also called a travel
bureau, 1s defined as business that attends to the details
of tramsportation, itinerary and accommodations for
travelers (Quinby, 2008). Travel agency acts as an agent,
just like a retail storefront that books and sells tickets on
behalf of many airlines. Traditional travel agencies hold a
large portion of travel booking mdustry, due to a number
of factors such as, face to face service to customers,
provision of personalized services and realistic solutions
for providing reservation arrangements, comfort in
countty of destination and special packages or
promotional deals (Oxford Economics, 2010). On the
negative front, traditional travel agencies are blamed for
practicing restrictive practices such as racking whereby
they promote traveling brochures of those companies
only who pay them highest commission (Renshaw, 1997).
The traveler is unaware of possible alternative options
and considers them to be the only once or best option
available.

On the contrary, an Online Travel Agencies (OTAs)
operate through a travel website on the World Wide Web,
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dedicated to providing updated travel related information,
guidance and travel reviews. The travelers interact with
the virtual interface of the online travel agency which
allows them to search and book their travel plans. The
online reservation process does not involve personalized
attention on behalf of online travel agency and still this
does not seem to be a matter of concern for travelers.
According to Fomrester Research (Saks, 2006),
approximately seventy million consumers searched for
travel plans online in Tuly 2006, thus making online travel
bookings the single largest component of e-commerce.
This also makes online travel agencies an important part
of the overall equation for flexible reservation systems for
airlines. The recent growing acceptance of online travel
agencies 1s credited to their meta-search engines feature
that provides fare aggregators to travelers (Kim et al.,
2007). Meta-search engine as the name indicates conducts
search across multiple independent search engines and
gets live availability of flights through screen scraping
process which crawls through the airline websites and
extracts content by way of human-readable HTMI. feed.
The content extracted from various airlines website is then
displayed to the users in the form of fare aggregation, 1.e.,
all results on one screen. According to PhoCusWright
Report 2009 (Quinby and Merten, 2009), the overall share
of online travel agencies in US travel market alone was
13% 1 2008 and projected to touch 16% 1n 2011 (Fig. 1).

On the contrary, the share of conventional traveling
agency was 33% in 2008 and is projected to suffer a
decline 3% in 2011. This is further justified from Yahoo
Travels’ claim which says that 76% of all online travel
purchases occur as a result of search function Jupiter
Research in its Travel Consumer Swrvey published in 2004
pointed out that nearly two in five online travel
consumers say they believe that no one site has the
lowest rates or fares (Last Minute Travel Bargams). This
therefore created a niche research dimension for OTAs
to look at different ways for integrating additional features
mnto their reservation system so as to optimize aggregate
travel search and provide lowest rates from multiple travel
sites, to eliminate travelers’ verification need from site to
site.

It 15 also interesting to note from the chart above that
supplier branded websites also will experience an
estimated increase of 3% in 2011. Suppliers branded
websites are self-booking tools providing direct linkage of
the passenger with the awrline industry. They provide
carrier-direct bookings facility to travelers without having
them going through the hassle of other intermediates.
These booking are just like going to the reservation office
of a specific arline physically and are popular among
travelers who remam loyal to their favorite brands of

2008

O Supplier branded
web sites

O Online travel
agenices

B Travel agenices/
TMCs*

B Call center/
walk-in

Fig. 1. U.S. Travel market by Channel, 2008 and 2011

airlines and prefer to travel only through them. Another
strong reason for travelers to opt for SBTs 1s thewr ability
to earn flying rewards which ultimately makes them more
loyal towards a particular brand of airline. Likewise, in
order to differentiate their reservation channel from
others, airlines have started to mvest heavily in their
online SBTs capabilities, offering more features and
convenience for travelers such as tracking, managing and
redeeming air miles. Moreover, airlines also invest
massively on branding of their image and securing loyalty
of customers by offering reward mileage bonuses. In
addition to this some airlines have gone to the extent of
imposing fees on Global Distribution Systems (GDSs)
bookings for their carrier. For example Lufthansa airline in
its Preferred Fares Program launched in 2008, imposed
fees of €4.90 per ticket for travel agencies m Austria,
Germany and Switzerland that made reservations through
GDSs.

On the contrary, OTAs cash upon the nexus of
Computer Reservation Systems (CRSs) and GDSs act as
a central hub for price differentiation and comparison.
They provide discounted fares and 24 h service. Their
fixed costs are lowest, since there is no requirement as
such to set up physical offices with state-of-the-art
facilities at prime locations. Their success is derived by
innovational strategies, as a result they hold lion’s share,
50% (average 2006, 2007 and 2008) in the travel industry.

In this study we 1dentify and discuss different OTAs
features that are not integrated into SBTs of the airlines
mostly because of the practical implication of each OTAs
feature which is not very feasible for the SBTs to opt for.
However, it was essential to understand if the integration
of some OTAs features could make SBTs more flexible
online airline reservation systems. Should this is the case,
then how could this be done. It was decided to opt for a
survey with the focus group approach (Nielsen, 1993),
since 1t 18 an acknowledged techmique of usability
engineering which 15 based on survey method or
qualitative or can be used as a self-contained technmique
(Morgan, 1988; Vaughn et al., 1996) to collect users’
subjective feedback, views or response on software or a
website. Moreover, the said technique is believed to be
helpful to obtain information, stimulate new ideas,
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diagnose problem, generate and test  hypothesis
(Krueger, 1994, Stewart and Shamdasam, 1990). This
approach has a high apparent validity, because the
concept of combining focus groups with surveys can be
easily comprehended and the results are believable since
1t provides "augment pre-testing” of a preliminary version.
The cost of the survey 1s at the mimmal, therefore, one
can get the results relatively quicker and if required, the
sample size can be increased as per the discretion of the
research requirement (Marshall and Rossman, 1999).

LITERATURE REVIEW

The efficient use of Information Commumncation
Technologies (ICTs) can promote and strengthen today’s
competitive business (Jayashree and Marthandan, 2010,
Ongori, 2009). ICTs open opportumities and challenges for
the businesses by providing business
(Mirza et al., 2009). For example, anyone can directly
access the travel reservation systems these days with the
help of Internet and a Web browser. Tt is expected to have
more number of online transactions with the use of new
technologies (Haque et al., 2009) such as, use of mobile
messaging technology and services provided by Radio
Frequency Identification (RFID) tracking (IBM, 2005).
ICTs do not only reduce distribution cost for the airline
industry rather it provides a way to get closer to their
customers (Olmeda and Sheldon, 2001). In 2007,
e-ticketing was estimated to be the major distribution
chamnels worldwide (O’Toole, 2002). However, online
travel agencies provide more efficient use of ICTs to
promote their business.

connections

Table 1: Comparison chart SBTs vs. OTAs Schulz (1996)

A comparison chart on SBTs and OTAs is presented
and discussed (Table 1). Table 1 discusses mnovative
attributes and functions that have contributed immensely
towards the popular acceptance of OTAs over Airlines’
SBTs and are also widely common among travel
compames inrecent years (Lambert, 2006, Harrison, 2006).
Functions such as product presentation, reservation,
quoting and ticketing, post-sale services, low fare
notification, dynamic packaging and flexible alternative
date search are also performed by SBTs, however, OTAs
get an edge over SBTs in terms of providing matrix
display, opaque fares, alternative airport search and hotel
search.

Matrix display: Orbitz is the pioneer in OTAs who
initiated the concept of matrix display. This feature allows
users to click on any particular airline offered fare to see
the further details such as departure and arrival timings.
As shown in Fig. 2, there are a numiber of airfares from
New York to Los Angeles offered by multiple carriers on
the specified dates e.g., departure: 29 December 2010;
arrival: 29 January 2011. In the matrix, carriers are
organized in multiple columns, stops in multiple rows and
the airfares are placed against airlines and stops.

Alternate airport search: Alternate airport search feature
helps users to find the lowest possible fare or most
convenient schedule across multiple departure and arrival
airports. Using this featwre as shown in Fig. 3, one can
click on the checkbox “include nearby airports™ to see the
search results on the specified as well as nearby airports.
Orbitz provides the flexibility of choosing nclude nearby
airports for source and destination airports.

Feature Description SBTs OTAs
Product presentation It is the presentation of services or products in all aspects of travel industry I V
Reservations Tt is used for making reservations for the offered services and products % /
Quoting and ticketing It relates to providing fare quotes and generate receipts for the given services and products I V
Additional services Tt ispost-sale features and user prompting for their guidance throughout the reservation process % /
Matrix display It is using this feature, users may click on any cell within the matrix to sort airfare search results V
by price, airline and munber of stops. Tt was initialty introduced by Orbitz but these days it has
become a standard for all OTAs
Opaque fares It was initiated by Priceline’s Name Your Own Price airfare bidding model. In this feature users are V
offered heavily discounted tickets with not specified time or flight munber. They are usable at the
discretion of the airline
Low-fare notifications Tt is a feature in which customers are intimated via email to opt for specific promotional deals % /
Flexible and alternative There allow users to search and compare flight options across multiple departures and retum dates so as to I V
date search is find the lowest possible fare
Dynamic packaging Tt initially made famous by Bxpedia where users are allowed to shop for multiple components in a single % /
search, such as Flight and Hotel
Altemative airport search Tt allow travelers to search across multiple departure and arrival airports so as to find the lowest possible /

fare or most convenient schedule
Hotel search, results
display and sorting Address or landmark search and sorting
Map-based search results display

Traveler reviews included with the results

This feature allow travelers to display, sort and compare options from hundreds of possible hotel search results v

Multiple sorting options, including price, star rating, brand, guest rating and amenities
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Fig. 3: Alternative airport search to find the lowest possible fare or most convenient schedule

Hotel search: OTAs offer hotel search feature that
provides the option to display, sort and compare
hundreds of possible hotel search results. As shown in
Fig. 4, this feature allows address or landmark search and
sorting, map-based search results display, traveler
reviews included with the results and multiple sorting
options, including lowest price, distance, star rating,
brand and amenities.

Opaque fares: Opaque selling intermediaries have become
an established distribution channel for the travel industry
(Granados et al., 2010). This form of opaque selling came
mnto limelight in 1998 when priceline.com’s, Name-Your-
Own-Price emerged with an opaque selling business
model where both the itinerary information and the
identity of the arline carmer were lidden from the traveler,
until the bid was purchased (Fig. 5). Next, major U.S
airlines established Hotwire to compete m the opaque
segment of intermediaries. However, it came up with a
different opaque selling business model which was not

based on bidding mechanism but rather posting a price for
an offer that concealed key itinerary information and
airline identity (Fig. 6).

Since then many opaque selling intermediaries have
appeared in the international travel market, such as
cheaptickets.com, onetravel.com etc. and popularized this
selling mechanism (Hann and Terwiesch, 2003;
Terwiesch et al, 2005). However, the common aspect of
all such opaque selling intermediaries is that they are
based on hiding descriptive attributes of the service to be
provided; as a result travelers cannot fully predict the
ultimate service provider or the airline.

In the last section we identified and discussed four
OTA features that are not integrated into SBTs of the
airlines mostly because of the practical implication of each
OTA feature which is not very feasible for the SBTs to
opt for. However, it was essential in this research to
understand if the integration of the same OTA features
could make SBTs more flexible online airline reservation
systems. Should this is the case, then how could this be
done?

1318



Inform. Technol J., 10 (7): 1315-1324, 2011

o Los Angeles International, Los Angeles, California, United States | Checkein: 0 saved 0y
e, Dec 29, 2010 | Check-out: Sat, Jan 15, 2011 | Mights: 17 | Room(s): 1
Guest(s): 1

Why book on Orhitz?  Price Assurance + Low Price Guarantee + No Orhitz hotel change or cancel fees  @Leanmore

Map Largemap 397 matching Los Angeles International hotels Preinss | et

Sortby. BestValues LowestPrce Distance StarRating  Hotel Name

Custom Hotel LAX, A Joie de Vivre

Lelistom Tiotel LA A Jole e VIVEe
Boutique Hotel
dededke & & Sponsored Listing
30°% off at Chic Boutique Airport Hotel
Stay i siyle by LAX. 3 mi easy drve to Venice Beach and Santa lonica. Free
shutlle service from LAX.Free wirless ntemet. iore

Four Points by Sheraton Los Angeles i
International Airport Toial Prca $160  Price Assurance

*kk O 531 | Review

Fig. 4: Hotel search, results display and sorting to compare options from hundreds of possible hotels

priceli Ne.com' e[ Hatata | Cars | Pachages | Cruises | Towr & Afirctions | ricefreahes Bests |

Name Your Own Price® and Save up to 40% on Flights' ——l
Naw York City, NY 1o Los Angeles. CA Wed, Dec 7910 St Jan 29 - 1 tieket tans
Select Departure and Arrival Alrports

Plaase note that Hame Your Own Price flights e economy (coach) class only

Departure Alrports Arrival Airperts

awark Intl. 1) (EVVR) 1 Los Angeles Intl, CA (LAX]

1

Y (LGA) 1Burbank Glendale Pasadenn. CA (L)
Leng Besch - Daughwity Fisld. CA |

1 5anta Ana - Joha Wayne ¢ Orangs County, ©& (5104

Hww York Cty - John F Kannady Intl. WY (7K} 1 Ontanc intl. CA {
Mew York Cty - Ln Gu
| Hwbraigh - Stewsn intl. Y
Wit Phas
Ishp - Long istand MacArhur, 1Y (5P

neheptar Co

Name Your Own Price
Hama Your Cwn Price e sess s nesen § (R 00

Total charges, inchading fasas arn dinEL3#d on e fallaweg Bace

ger and Ticket
Your titp will star Setwaan Bam and 10pm on your travel dates. Although we sbuays lock for non-atop Aights first Prical
Hights may make 1 10 Sne CONNAEEn aach Wiy Your axbel Sights AN tmas will Ea Shown 16 yeu crce your puscha
complate Ve wil issue Comveniant slectronic tickess

of oihar offcial phato 10, P,
aty s are nat guaraniee:
dy have 3 prcedne peofite 3nd would ke to access your stored fight preferenc,

Adult Passenger 11 Uinder 187 7]

First Hame: Middle Hame Last Nama: Suffix
Flease provide yus TEA Secure Flight information now. Leam mars

Date of Buth Gender

Mo w Diy = Tew = Mate © Famale
Intants:
Humises of unticketed passsngers under age 2 0 «

Fig. 5. Opaque fares offered by priceline for discounted tickets without specifying carrier, time and the route

. Welcome
" ‘ My Account | New to H
Hotwire
Home Hotels Cars w Vacations  Cruises Deals Help Center | Planning Tools

Welcome to Flexible Date Search

Find the lowest fares in a 30-day range

1. Location 2. Travel dates 3. Passengers
From See allcitess  To See al cties 4l Trip length Traveling sometime between
NEW YORK CITY, NEW YORK ILOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA 12129110 and |01/27111 15

S nights Search up to 30 days

\Weekend

35 nights
48 nights

57 nights

6- nights: Have to travel on ceriain days? Search exact dates now
7-9 nights

How is Flexible Date Search different? 8-10 nights
10-12 nights
12-14 nights

oW e\ W HOE M W W B
ou enter your desired trp length and a travel window up fo 30 days. Flexble _

vow o ow
Date Search finds al the best fares between those dates with ane dlick. You get wom om o Pl
|
Savings uoninee tey
SR [ [

Put mare money back in your pocket for your trip. ) e i ot

“night i cepating, A, 2008 ks i bisidlnd
Choice e
We search every roundirip fight in your trave window. You see the lowest fares. gt m i

-
Convenience e i
mlm om om m

Hew many searches would you do to find the best fare? Flexible Date Search L - L
saves you the trouble. = o=

Fig. 6: Opaque fares offered by hotwire for discounted tickets with specified time or flight munber

1319



Inform. Technol J., 10 (7): 1315-1324, 2011

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHOD

This study was based on meeting the experts or
executives at the airline reservation offices. Different
airlines were chosen for the focus group survey. The
airlines are local Malaysian carriers with thewr offices
located in the city of Tpoh, Perak. The executives at the
manager level were those involved in strategic decision
planning, the junior executives handled operational work
mcluding making reservations using computer airline
reservation systems while the technical experts handled
quertes related to SBTs of the airlines. The statistical
analysis of data obtained from the focus group survey
has been conducted using the SPSS v. 11 statistical
analysis package.

Objectives of the research: The main objective is to
understand 1if the mtegration of some OTA features could
make SBTs flexible online airline reservation systems and
how that can be achieved? Therefore, a preluninary but
comprehensive focus group research was conducted with
airline executives, using quantitative survey method to:

*  Examine their subjective satisfaction with existing
self-booking tools provided by the airlines

*  Report if they approve or disapprove the proposed
idea of OTA featwres (Matrix Display, Opaque Fare,
Alternate Awport Search, Hotel Search Facility)
integrated into SBTs so as to make them flexible
online airline reservation systems and

s  Recommend an OTA feature of their choice, for
making SBTs flexible online airline reservation
systems

Methodology: A mixture of two approaches-adaptive
(questions from existing literature) and development
(questions as per the required scenario)-was used to
prepare the questionnaire. Relevant and useful questions
were adapted from the literature review (Chin et al., 1988,
Lin et al., 1997; Lewis, 1995).

A two-way analysis of variance was performed to test
the satisfaction level of existing online airlines reservation
systems. The representatives were requested to indicate
if integration of OT As features will make online airlines
reservation system more flexible or not and also to
recommend an OTAs feature out of the four for
integration into SBTs.

DATA ANALYSIS
Means plot: The means plot (Fig. 7) illustrates two lines,

red line indicating respondents who consider integration
of OTA features into SBTs may not necessarily make

4.07
Do you think integration
of OTA features in to

3.5 existing SBTs will make
them more flexible online
airline reservations system?

3.0

1.54
—0— Not so sure

—O—Yes so sure

Satisfaction level with existing feature of SBTs

1.0
Matrix display

T T 1
Opaque fares  Alternate airpoints  Hotel search

Recommended OTA feature for integration into SBTs

Fig. 7: Means plot on the recommendation of integrating
OTA features into SBTs for making more flexible
online airline reservation systems

them flexible online airline reservation systems while the
green one denotes the respondents who think otherwise.

Out of the fouwr OTA features investigated in this
study, opaque fare and hotel search are the only two OTA
features for which the green line is lower than the red line
(low value indicates high satisfaction). However, among
the two, opaque fare is the most recommended OTA
feature for making SBTs flexible, since it reflects absolute
highest satisfaction point of the respondents who
thought mtegration of OTA features into SBTs will make
them more flexible online airline reservation systems and
also among respondents who think otherwise, because it
has been considered as the second most important feature
for integration, only after Matrix Display.

Respondents who considered integration of OTA
features would make SBTs flexible and also who stated
otherwise, reported absolute lower level of satisfaction
with hotel search facility as a recommended solution for
SBTs. The finding is very much self-explanatory because
Hotel search facility 13 a popular OTA integrated feature
which displays information of multiple hotels and
promotional packages available in deals with specific
airlines. However, in the context of SBTs, this feature may
not be feasible for integration, since SBTs are self-
booking tools offered by an airline where multiple carrier
and hotel reservation sources are not mcorporated with
the reservation planning.

When we lock at the other two OTA features, 1.e.,
Matrix Display and Alternate Airport Search the pattern
15 quite different and this 1s the part of interaction effect
that the direction of difference is not in the same direction.
Respondents who considered mtegration of OTA features
into SBTs will not necessarily make them flexible, opted
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Table 2: Mean score and standard deviation on the recommendation of integrating OTA features into 8BTs for making more flexible online airline reservation

systems
Do you think integration of OTA features in to existing SBT's will Matrix Opaque Altemative Hotel
make themn more flexible online airline reservations svstems? display fares airport search search facili
Yes, very sure about it
Mean 2.25 1.60 3.00 3.40
SD 0.500 0.548 0.707 0.548
Not so very sure about it
Mean 2.00 2.06 2.83 3.67
SD 0.707 0.827 0.753 0.577
Table 3: Tests of between-subjects effects

Type OT sum Mean

Source of Squares df square F Sig.
Corrected model 18.729(a) 7 2.676 5.205 0.000
Intercept 269.145 1 269.145 523.552 0.000
Recommended OTA feature for 18.056 3 6.019 11.708 0.000
SBTs flexible 8BTs (Yes/No) 1.827 1 1.827 3.556 0.004
Flexible SBTs*
Recommended OTA 1.012 3 0.337 0.0560 0.042
feature for SBTs
Error 21.591 42 0.514
Total 338.000 50
Corrected total 40.320 49

a R Squared = 0.465 (Adjusted R Squared = 0.375)

for Matrix Display and Alternate Airport Search as their
recommended solution for the SBTs (Table 2).

Analysis of variance: A two-way analysis of variance
tested the satisfaction level of the representatives with
existing online airline reservation systems and also
reported if the integration of OTA features into SBTs
would make them more flexible reservation systems and
also picked therr recommended OTA feature for
integration into SBTs.

The three different F-tests as shown in Table 3 in the
two way analysis of variance are:

¢ The first one is the mean satisfaction level different
across four proposed OTA features for SBTs,
controlling for that effect of sharing, if the chosen
OTA feature will make existing SBTs more flexible.
The difference n satisfaction level has been found to
be statistically significant at p<<0.01

¢ The second F-test looks at whether respondents
who reported that mtegration of OTA features mto
SBTs will make them flexible reservation systems, do
or do not have different levels of satisfaction with
existing online airline reservation systems and again
the results were significant at p<<0.03

¢ The third F-test examines the interaction effect of the
four proposed OTA features and their integration
into SBTs for making them flexible online airline
reservation systems. The finding was significant at
p=<0.05, suggesting that some combination of OTA
features and existing SBTs are related and can
influence upon one another, especially in terms of
making them more flexible

The three different F-tests in the two way analysis of
variance are discussed as under:

+  Respondents who indicated that integration of
OTA’s featwre into existing SBTs will make them
flexable online airline reservation systems, shared the
highest level of satisfaction when opted for opaque
fare as a recommended OTA feature for SBTs.
However, respondents who indicated mtegration of
OTA features into existing SBTs may not make
them flexible, reported higher level of satisfaction
when opted for Matrix Display and Alternate
Adrport Search as a recommend solution for SBTs
(F=11.708, p = 0.000<0.01)

»  Satisfaction level with existing online airline
reservation systems differed significantly (F = 3.556,
p = 0.004<0.05) across respondents who indicated
whether or not integration of OTA features would
make the existing systems more flexible

¢+  The interaction effect of the fouwr proposed OTA
features and their integration mto SBTs for making
them flexible online airline reservation systems was
also significant (F = 0.656, p = 0.042<0.05)

DISCUSSION

This study 1dentifies and discusses different OTAs
features that are not integrated into SBTs of the airlines
mostly because of practical implication. These features are
matrix display, alternate airport search, hotel search and
opaque fares.

The Matrix display and hotel search features are
unique 1n sense of incorporating multiple sources
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Proposed SBTs

Fig. 8 Proposed model for flexible online airline
reservation systems after integrating opaque fares

mechanism mto SBTs

reservation information. However from integrating into
SBTs perspective, they are not feasible because they
require merger of multiple information resources which
might not be an acceptable standard for an airline due to
its privacy policy and other regulations.

On the contrary, alternate airport search is related to
providing additional information as well as the extent to
which a traveler 1s willing to be flexible m identifying
his/her destination sources. This feature seems practical
and has implications for integration into SBTs.

Finally, unlike other OTA mnovations, the opaque
fare mechanism depends on hidden characteristics of the
traveling plan, thus leveraging upon traveling behavior of
leisure travelers who are always up for grabs and less
sensitive to traveling plans. And this study showed that
1t 15 highly recommended by the experts in the airline
industry for integration into SBTs as shown in Fig. 8.

Researchers point out (Gallego and Phillips, 2004)
that opaque products are flexible in characteristics;
therefore, a seller 135 1n a umque position to offer

horizontally differentiated products to customers upon
purchase due to the flexibility of assigning pre-determined
products to the customer. Opaque mechanics gained
popularity due its very umique price discrimination
mechanism (Jiang, 2007) which could generate incremental
revenue for the airline by deliberating upon price sensitive
consumers (Deneckere and McAfee, 1996). In very short
time, opaque selling has attained the status of a
competitive lever for the airline, signifying that an airline
could suffer revenue loss to its competitors by not opting
to offer opaque offers (Huang and Socic, 2010).

Arrlines secure mcremental revenue by way of
disposing off their distressed inventory through last-
minute sale discounts. The last minute sale discounts are
offered at heavily discounted rates. This mechanism has
nothing much of ‘opaque’ or ‘hidden’ mn it. However, this
type of direct selling at the last-minute is considered very
risky for the airline, since potential travelers prefer to wait
for last-minute sales and not purchase m anticipation of
heavy discounts (Jerath et af., 2010). Such a condition
may put an airline in a very risky position with potential
possibility of revenue loss. That is why this practice
1s substantially criticized by analysts and researchers who
refer to it as a vivacious cycle of price degradation that
can eventually destroy the airlines (Sviokla, 2004).

The term flexibility of a system is referred to its ability
torespond to mntemnal or external changes (Nilchiani, 2005;
Saleh, 2002). Change can be defined as the transition over
time which requires change agent. Researchers argued
that if the change agent is external to the system, then the
change under consideration s a flexible-type change
(Ross et al, 2007). Therefore, in case of SBTs
incorporated with opaque mechanics would serve the role
of external change agent by way of providing flexibility in
users’ decision making. Similarly, if the change agent is
internal  to  the system, then the change under
consideration is an adaptable-type change. Thus the
provision of opagque mechanism into SBTs also serves the
role of mternal change agent by way of providing the
capability of accepting changed decisions. If no change
agent exists, then the system is rigid (no change can
oceur). Since provision of opaque mechanics could make
users flexible and also increases the adaptability of the
system. It then may be said that the usability of the
system would be enhanced. Moreover, by opting to
integrate opaque mechanics into their SBTs, the airlines
will not encounter reducing profits situation, as in the
case of direct last-minute selling. This 1s because 1t holds
a critical position to replicate its profit margin by setting
high price of opaque selling. But on a more fare note,
airlines may like to introduce opaque selling directly
through their SBTs so as to attract additional sufficient

1322



Inform. Technol J., 10 (7): 1315-1324, 2011

mumber of customers and minimize the effect of price
degradation, as discussed earlier. Thus it 13 believed that
if an airline opts for opaque selling through its SBTs, it
can enhance 1ts profit through market expansion and also
by enhancing price discrimination of one’s existing
customer base (Fay, 2008).

Owr proposed model thus integrates opaque
mechamcs nto the framework for designing of flexible
online airline reservation systems.

CONCLUSION

Although opaque fare, matrix display, alternate
airport search and hotel search facility are all part of
OTAs” innovation, this swvey concludes that adoption
of opaque fare concept can make SBTs flexible online
airline reservation systems.

The results obtamned from the study are atfected by
several limitations. The non-availability of an absolute
scale to measure flexibility turns the investigation mto a
cumbersome effort. Tt is difficult to even make any rough
assumptions about the extent to which the users would
like to have additional flexibility features in online
reservation systems.

Furthermore, the survey was limited to a selected
group of people (a set of travel offices); therefore, the
findings of the study are also limited to those selected
participants only.
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