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The Future of Travel is Here:  
Are You Ready?
myDigitalOffice Travel Sentiment Survey Analysis 

As we near the end of 2020, the question on seemingly everyone’s mind is:  

What’s next? Early this year, the coronavirus pandemic aptly disrupted any fiscal  

predictions experts had for their respective industries, and hospitality was left  

in a notably precarious position. As communities around the world came to a  

collective standstill, the prospect of travel did as well. As noted by the World Economic 

Forum, for the first time in history, almost 90% of the world’s population now  

lives in countries with travel restrictions. For months, hotel lobbies and airport  

terminals have remained uncharacteristically quiet, and travel forecasts have  

remained dismal. Hoteliers and wanderlust enthusiasts alike found themselves  

wondering, would travel and hospitality be able to weather this storm?  

More importantly, how long would it take for the storm to pass?

Fortunately, with each passing month, the recovery of our industry appears imminent 

on the horizon. Travel and hospitality is ever-resilient, and, in many ways, COVID-19  

has acted as a catalyst to technological and operational change that has helped to usher 

in new industry standards. Perhaps more important, though, is the realization that the 

desire for travel has not been stifled. The pandemic shook our world but, in its wake, 

our need to experience the world and broaden our professional connections remains.

To get a pulse of current and future travel demand and trends, we surveyed respon-

dents in each age demographic across the United States, Canada, and beyond.  

Looking comparatively at pre-pandemic and post-pandemic behaviors, we are able  

to discern a cautiously optimistic view of the 2021 travel landscape.

INTRODUCTION
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1.  Leisure VS. Business Travel:  
Which Segment Will Recover First?

Prior to the pandemic, international and domestic air travel for both business  

and pleasure was increasingly common across generational groups.  

Of course, with the onset of the pandemic, international travel came to a  

grinding halt. In response to this, over the past eight months, hotels and airlines 

have quickly pivoted to appeal to local travelers. This has, in large part, 

contributed to the rise of the ‘staycation,’ as individuals and families seek  

out opportunities for a change of scenery while remaining close to home. 

 

Our survey reveals only a small decrease in international travel intentions, with over 

49% of those surveyed noting that they expect to take a trip abroad once next year. 

Moreover, just over 27% expect to take a domestic flight once every six months,  

while 90% of respondents plan to take a leisure trip which requires ground travel in 

the next year. In fact, 94.5% of respondents plan to travel again, which is welcome 

news for hotels and travel companies planning to capitalize on pent-up leisure travel 

demand as a vaccine becomes readily available.

CHAPTER 1

Noticing this shift, experts have predicted a continued surge 
in domestic travel in favor of international trips. Interestingly, 
however, international leisure travel does not appear to be 
off the table in the coming year. 
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Drive to an overnight trip for leisure in the next 12 months
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However, we do realize a rather significant shift in business travel behavior.  

Prior to the pandemic, taking a domestic business trip once or twice per quarter,  

or 2-3 times per month, was a relatively common trend. This remained true for  

international business trips as well, with most travelers taking some form of business 

trip abroad once per year, once or twice per quarter, or once every six months.  

Moving forward, our surveys indicate that those travelers who don’t expect to take  

any international business trips increase from 32% to over 59%. Additionally, for  

domestic business travel, just over 30% of respondents don’t expect to take any trips 

(up from 7% prior to the pandemic). This shouldn’t come as much of a surprise,  

as many prospective travelers may still feel apprehensive as travel bans, restrictions, 

and mandatory quarantines are slowly lifted. Some corporations may also be feeling 

the economic impact of the pandemic and, in an effort to protect their bottom line,  

will make cost-reductions where possible.
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However, when we look at business trips that require individuals to drive for an  

overnight stay, the numbers appear more promising with negligible fluctuation  

between pre-COVID and post-COVID behaviors. 

Most likely, we can attribute  
this to the steady rise in domestic  
business meetings and events. 
Business travel is, after all, an  
incredibly important aspect of  
corporate culture and, prior to the  
pandemic, research showed that,   
on average, 445 million business   
trips take place each year. 

As businesses continue to adapt to hybrid events and meetings models that rely  

on both virtual and in-person components, companies will likely demonstrate  

a continued preference for venues and meeting spaces that allow their staff to  

remain close to home and do not require air travel. This represents an opportunity  

for hotels which, traditionally, focused more on transient leisure travelers rather  

than business travelers. In the coming year, corporations around the world will be 

turning their attention to local offerings and both traditional and non-traditional  

venue spaces to host their meetings and gatherings.

CHAPTER 1
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2. Are Hotels Safe?
In June of this year, Inside Edition released an undercover report that called the  

cleaning protocols of popular, luxury NYC hotels into question. The investigation  

revealed that, although hotels were under heightened scrutiny for their safety  

and sanitation policies amid COVID-19, some hotels were not meeting even  

baseline expectations. Facing public backlash from increasingly nervous travelers,  

hotel properties around the globe doubled-down on their cleaning regimes, often  

reinventing their property standards with the help of respected associations.

Stay in a hotel before COVID-19 restrictions
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Stay in a hotel in the next 12 months
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Now, as we brace for hotels around the globe to once again welcome guests onto  

their property and into gleaming suites, we must also acknowledge the elephant  

in the room – are hotels perceived as safe? Prior to the onset of COVID-19, our  

survey indicates that the majority of respondents stayed in hotels rather frequently  

(often up to two to three times per month). Now, as we look to the coming year,  

we see a notable drop in those travelers who expect to book into a hotel at a  

regular, monthly frequency. However, we also notice an increase in those  

respondents who plan to stay in a hotel once every six months, or once a year.  

Looking at this data, we can presume that prospective travelers aren’t ready to  

remove hotels from their travel plans entirely; rather, they will be more selective 

about where and when they travel and where they stay. This should inspire  

hoteliers to look inward at their processes and technology – are they able to  

ensure guest safety with ease while complying with social distancing guidelines?  

With the implementation of more technology, notably of the self-service variety,  

hoteliers can establish more contactless options for both guests and staff.

CHAPTER 2
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3. The Bottom Line: Invest in Guest Safety
Of course, hoteliers are increasingly invested in the question of what matters most  

to prospective travelers. In recent years, personalization has reigned supreme in the 

eyes of guests, but has that changed in a post-pandemic world? Will personalization 

take a back seat to cleanliness and reviews/public reputation?

When asked what they want their favorite hotel/travel brands to offer, the majority 

of respondents indicated that free cancellation and booking changes are the most 

important consideration. In an effort to reignite booking behavior, hotels and airlines 

should adopt more flexible booking policies that incentivize prospective travelers to 

book ahead without accruing the risk of cancellation fees. Allowing travelers to book  

in advance without fear of financial repercussions, the hospitality industry can garner 

a better understanding of future travel demand.

Free Cancellations to hotels and travel bookings
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Second to booking flexibility, respondents noted the importance of increased physical 

distancing measures and enhanced communication regarding safety measures and 

sanitation assurance. Millennials and Gen X, specifically, were notably more interested 

in discounts (30%) and other incentives than those aged over 46 (8-19%). Contactless 

check-in was also revealed as an important offering across all age groups, as the  

traditional ‘high-touch’ hospitality experience makes room for a more hands-off  

approach empowered by digital tools and conveniences. Along with self-service check-in 

kiosks, we expect to witness the continued widespread adoption of mobile room entry, 

mobile concierge services, mobile payment options, platforms powered by artificial 

intelligence (AI), and virtual reality (VR) offerings. Leveraging self-service technology, 

hoteliers can still offer guests high-touch engagement and personalization opportunities, 

without the need for frequent physical touch-points between staff and guests
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Preference for enhanced discounts and other incentives

34.91%
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Respondents also revealed that online reviews would have the highest impact  

on their choice of transportation, lodging, and destination moving forward.  

Brand reputation and public perception have always been important across the  

hospitality landscape, but word of mouth now holds more influence than ever  

before. Even in the wake of the pandemic, hotels and venue spaces will be held  

to a higher standard of staff and guest safety. Earning back the trust of wary  

travelers will take time, and hotels should demonstrate their commitment to safety 

with a transparent approach to their best practices. Prospective travelers want  

to feel assured, at every touch-point, that their health and safety are a hotel’s  

first priority. With this in mind, hoteliers are encouraged to continue investing in  

PPE and cleaning standards, making safety-centric guest service a formalized part  

of their branding moving forward.

CHAPTER 3
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4.  Was COVID-19 a Great Equalizer Between  
Hotels and Rented Accommodations?

For the last five years, AirBnb has been popularly viewed as the great disrupter  

of traditional hospitality. Suddenly, eclectic homes around the world opened their 

doors to travelers passing through, offering a more nuanced and unique experience 

than that commonly offered by hotel brands. As pressure to compete with the  

sharing economy mounted, hotels began to embrace a more boutique approach to 

hospitality. Attention to detail and enhanced personalization were oftentimes the 

primary indicators of success, and hotel guests were constantly in search of a truly 

memorable experience.

Now, in the wake of COVID-19, it seems as though the tide has once again turned. 

What was once viewed as ‘unique’ and perhaps ‘quirky’ in the realm of AirBnb  

(or similar rental platforms) may now be viewed as risky or unregulated. Meanwhile, 

hotels that may have once been dismissed due to associations with a large, more  

traditional brand offer the assurance of formalized brand standards. Hotels,  

after all, have entire teams dedicated to cleaning and sanitation processes and  

benefit from a formal infrastructure of a larger brand with a reputation to uphold. 

   Reiterating this shift, we see a marked decrease in  
   respondent’s plans to stay in rental accommodations  
   in the coming year.

CHAPTER 4
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We also sought to identify if prospective travelers have a preference between  

independent or brand hotels, and luxury or budget properties. Looking to the  

upcoming year, just over 76% of respondents still favor luxury hotels, and  

65% would prefer to stay at a brand name property. Generation X respondents,  

especially, showed a preference for luxury accommodations (89%). Similar to  

the shift from rental property novelty to the perceived safety of a traditional  

hotel, this can likely be attributed to the formal procedures and standards  

often upheld by larger hospitality brands. Where the experience offered by  

independent hotels and rental properties is dictated by one individual or  

a small team, brand name hotels have the means and resources to proactively  

manage and mitigate risk on a broader scale. As 2021 approaches, prospective  

travelers will still seek out opportunities to travel, but not without the steadfast  

assurance of safety and proactive measures.

Preference for luxury or budget hotels in the next 12 months

23.03%Budget :

76.97%Luxury :

CHAPTER 4
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Preference for brand or independent hotels in the next 12 months

34.21%Independent :

65.79%Brand :
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5. Eco-Conscious Boomers

Perhaps surprisingly, travelers who fall into the ‘boomer’ category were more  

interested in eco-friendly offerings than other generational groups. Although safety 

measures will remain at the forefront of the guest experience, sustainable efforts  

and eco-conscious practices will remain important to guest satisfaction and interest.

Eco-friendly products  and practices
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Similar to other age groups, Boomers expect hotels and travel companies to offer  

flexible booking policies in the wake of COVID-19 and are also interested in the  

availability of self-service technology. Twice the number of boomers also indicated  

a preference for a brand hotel rather than an independent property.

Hotel preferences, ages 47-65

34.15%Independent :

65.85%Brand :

CHAPTER 5
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6.  A Vaccine:  
The Unanimous Vote of Confidence

Perhaps unsurprisingly, 100% of respondents noted that, when it comes to travel 

confidence, a vaccine is the missing piece of the puzzle. With various pharmaceutical 

companies promising the widespread release of a vaccine in early 2021, this is great 

news for travel professionals.

In the meantime, however, our survey revealed that over 45% of respondents had 

stayed at a hotel 1-4 times since April 2020 and, following any recent international or  

domestic travel, they felt “safer” and would travel again. This indicates that hotels,  

airlines, and travel brands are working hard to appeal to current safety demands to help 

re-establish traveler confidence at every opportunity. 

Over the last eight months, COVID-19 has presented the hospitality industry with an  

exceptional challenge to overcome. Fortunately, we find ourselves on the precipice  

of recovery. With the imminent promise of a vaccine and ever-agile hospitality brands 

pivoting their offering to meet emerging guest expectations, the return to ‘normal’ 

has seemingly begun. With the right safety measures and flexible policies in place, 

along with increased transparency and formalized brand standards, hotels and airlines 

should be in a favorable position to capitalize on pent-up demand. Around the world 

and across generations, our appetite for travel has not dissipated, and, whether  

for business or for leisure, travelers will once again walk hastily through the airport  

terminal to their waiting flight, eager to take-off towards a distant destination.

Confidence to travel again

When there’s a 

COVID-19  
Vaccine  

that’s proven  
to be effective

100%

0 10% 20% 30% 50% 70% 90%40% 60% 80% 100%
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Methodology

All figures in this report are drawn from a proprietary one-time survey questionnaire 

conducted by Knowingli Market Research on behalf of myDigitalOffice. This survey  

was anonymous and fielded via email, social media and other online outlets. 

 

WAVE 1:  

 Fieldwork was undertaken via email between November 23-December 4, 2020  

among 2,927 adults.

 

WAVE 2:  

Fieldwork was undertaken via social media between November 30 – December 4, 2019

 

This study has been commissioned by myDigitalOffice to gain a forward-thinking view 

of the travel and hotel trends that have been so greatly impacted by the pandemic.
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