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Understanding how the travel industry is responding to 

the post COVID-19 situation



Introduction

There’s no need for anyone to make you aware of the impact of COVID-19 on the travel 

and tourism industry. The figures are well-documented and incessantly spoken about in 

every sphere of the media industry.

But just to give a little context to the enormity of the problem we’re talking about, as per 

the World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC) the COVID-19 pandemic is likely to cost the 

tourism industry almost $22 billion. In comparison, the loss to the aviation industry is 

expected to be a whopping $370 billion. 



As 2021 brings fresh hope for the situation, this ebook looks at the recovery 
of travel businesses and how that’s giving rise to an evolution of marketing 
and communication strategy for consumer brands. 


The marketing playbook is once again being re-written; and this time, 
spearheaded by Travel Brands.


Introduce safety measures and publicize them as social proof everywhere


Focus on making the local destinations an attractive choice 


Empathise with the travelers’


Use more personalized channels for targeting 



But recent headlines state that the industry is finally making a solid comeback. They have 
chosen the right sentiments and measures to gain back people’s trust and relieve all the 
traveling fear. 


They have majorly followed these few strategies:





Evolution Of 
Consumer 
Behavior

Section 2



Consumers reacted sharply to COVID-19 by sticking to their couches and foregoing 
any unnecessary and necessary outside movements. Traveling was only confined 
to traveling for shopping essentials or medical emergencies. The mode of logistics 
used at that time by people was only by private vehicles. 



Further, to control the virus’s spread and 'flatten the curve,’ different countries’ 
governments imposed various control and preventive measures on the travel 
industry. This, as everyone knows, brought the travel, tourism, hotels & hospitality 
industries to an abrupt screeching halt.


As the lockdown restrictions eased in the last quarter of 2020, so did the mindset 
of people regarding how and where they could travel. Some of the most glaring 
shifts included, 
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A newfound love for 
local


Closed borders meant that local 
destinations became the obvious 
choice for the still daring travelers. 
Every Indian travel destination, no 
matter how remote or secluded, 
became within reach as long as they 
followed the safety protocols. 
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How consumer behavior 
changed due to the pandemic?




Working from ‘bleisures’ 
became the new-normal


At the later stages of the lockdown, 
many moved to the remotest mountains 
and beaches to work, following the new 
work-from-home norm. This gave travel 

companies something to cheer for, 
making them coin new offerings by the 
name of “Staycations”, “bleisures” and 

“Workations”, promising a nomadic 
lifestyle to the seekers. 


A shift in 
transportation 
expectations     


There’s a shift in the mentality of 
how people travel to and within a 
destination. The choice of the 
airline may no longer be solely 
price-driven; rather, decisions will 
be influenced by hygiene 
standards, seat occupation 
spacing, etc. 



Increase in demand for 
adventure travel


Closure of the most popular 
destinations and gatherings meant 
that travelers had to turn to 
adventure sports to scratch their 
itches. Which saw a proliferation of 
a whole host of such activities, 
giving a new lease of life to the 
otherwise paralyzed adventures 
and activities industry.  
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Analyzing the 
business recovery


Section 3
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How did the businesses react?

As the situation of COVID-19 got deeper with each passing day, one-by-one, most 
businesses had slowed down to an extent like never before. Travel, being one of the 
most vulnerable sectors, was fast hit by the situation. They soon had to take immediate 
action, and the travel brands all over, 

Being the most affected, the travel industry had to find out new ways to keep the 
revenues intact in the future. They have improvised, and built upon their business models 
to the ‘new normal’ norms of traveling. They had introduced the best safety protocols by 
improving their services and physical models - like the introduction of PPE kits for 
passengers, shield protection in cabs, closing down of shared cabs, and so on. 



Utilized empathy as a prominent and relevant communication theme


Moved to humanized communication with a sharp focus on customer education


Engaged in campaigns around customers' health and safety via videos, emails, 
push notifications, etc.


Tried to consistently add value to their users' lives, despite being unable to offer 
their services




Some of 
the 
business 
strategies 
used by 
the brands 



Many travel brands have now adopted 
gamification techniques (quizzes, leaderboards, 
checkpoints, etc.) on their platforms to engage 
and retain their customers, while they’re not 
making immediate travel plans. The rewards 
include virtual coins, discounts, free add-ons, 
etc., which can be used during bookings, and 
stays.


Introduction of gamification 
methods


While not something wholly new, a lot of 
travel brands have also started giving out 
membership benefits. This was an effective 
way to keep users hooked in search of future 
benefits on their memberships. Benefits 
applicable include relaxation on cancellation, 
greater discounts, and more. 



Increased membership 
benefits & loyalty points
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Owing to the pandemic, a lot of travel brands (especially airlines and hospitality) have 
started free cancellations until the last moment. However, as a business strategy, the 
refund is credited in the user’s virtual wallet, rather than refunding it back to their source 
account. This way the brands have a surety that the user will come back again to use 
their wallet credits. 


Relaxations on cancellations & refunds


First brought into the limelight by e-commerce companies, now the travel brands have 
started to tie up with banks for co-branding initiatives as well as discount-related 
offers. Have proved to be a very potent source to get people to transact, acting as a 
good bait to resist users from dropping off before checkout. 




Bank tie-ups and co-branding




Various tourism industries came up with uplifting campaigns tackling the issue of travel 
bans head-on. The sweeping vistas and charming scenes displayed in this two-minute 
video by ‘Visit Portugal’ certainly inspire one to visit Portugal in the future, but it doesn’t 
come across as sales-y. 



Empathy and community building
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Ride-hailing apps redeployed to deliver food and essential supplies. In Malaysia, for 
example, ride-hailing drivers now deliver as much as 25% of food deliveries. Ride-hailing 
app Grab added new offerings for at-home purchases by accelerating the launch of 
GrabMart, an on-demand delivery service that connects offline retailers to consumers, 
focusing on essential goods.





Pivot toward at-home needs




Engagement 
Pattern Analysis 
for Travel and 
Hospitality 
Industry



Pre and Post COVID-19

Section 4
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Monthly volume trend of sent 
messages for different channels

As is evident from the graph, communications by travel brands showed a regular 
downward trend, much of which was driven by push notifications solely.


To understand the impact of COVID-19 across industries, we decided to analyze 

the changes in operational numbers from a messaging and engagement 

perspective. We studied several billion data points from our systems covering 7+ 

industries, representing 1000+ businesses - small, medium and large, for the last 

year. Here we are sharing a snapshot of the communication trends, consumer 

engagement, choice of channels, and efficiency on conversions for the Travel 

Industry. 


Keep in touch and keep following our sources for more trends and insights on 

the industry.
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In terms of user engagement, here is the ratio for each channel pre and post COVID-19.


(Observing user-response numbers on each channel separately)


Pre-COVID-19 - December, January, February


Dawn of COVID-19 - March, April, May



Channel-wise performance pre and 
post COVID-19


Engagement rise - WhatsApp, SMS, Push Notification, Email


Engagement drop - Web-push, On-site, In-app
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Resurgence Month - September 


Even at the most uncertain times, marketing teams took charge of the right 

strategic adaptation in-line with evolving customer behavior. The adoption of 

omnichannel engagement and the need to deliver contextual and personalized 

messages became the success metric to navigate the new normal. 



Resurgence Period



The New 
Customer 
Engagement 
Guidelines


Section 5



Over the last few months, we studied the branding & communication strategy, 
cross-channel campaigns, and social media sentiment to understand how consumer 
brands engaged with users throughout the pandemic. Our analysis has helped us identify 
critical points that formed the bedrock of delivering a superlative customer experience in 
the worst of times. 



Keep communicating regularly 


It is paramount that you consistently but intelligently communicate 
with your customers to keep up healthy levels of engagement. If 
necessary, over-communicate when the user needs support/clarity. 
Going silent or irregular communication may end up harming your 
user connection, ultimately resulting in dormant and abandoned 
users.




Educate your consumers


Impart knowledge and clarity to users through educational content. In 
times of uncertainty, users exercise additional caution before making a 
purchase. But in return, also expect their favorite brands to solve 
queries, provide helpful information, and add more value.
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Be where your users are


It is business-critical to connect with your users where they are present. 
Leverage omnichannel engagement to interact with customers 
wherever they are available, ensuring your communication strategy's 
efficacy. Find out what those channels are, and start connecting the 
right way at the right time.






Deliver a contextually-relevant experience


Acknowledge the situation to ensure that your user experience is in 
tune with the times. Promote products/services that are essentials or an 
absolute necessity, and prioritize categories in high demand. Simplify 
the experience with helpful tags to ensure easy access for users.




Focus on Engagement-led marketing


Deliver a hyper-personalized customer experience across multiple 
touchpoints via one-to-one, contextual engagement. Brands that 
create meaningful experiences will have higher remembrance, 
enhanced value proposition, and higher retention rates. Consumers will 
fallback to the brands that engaged with them through hard times.





Reactivate existing users


Focus on stimulating your existing customers to maximize revenue. 
Reactivate dormant clients with a meaningful proposition and 
contextual engagement. Acquiring new users becomes difficult and 
expensive, especially during a crisis. Investing in the existing user base 
will stimulate growth with predictable conversions.




Explore new channels



Deploy platform-specific channels to ensure intelligent targeting, figure 
out topical and popular avenues, and connect with your users with 
higher relativity. Figure out where your target audience and your 
customers are spending their time to increase your campaign's 
engagement trends.






Refresh your brand's messaging strategy


Focus on being empathetic with messaging that resonates with people 
and reaffirms their beliefs in your brand while making their purchase 
decisions. Humanize your message copy and leverage themes like 
empathy to appeal to the general psyche in line with market trends.
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Using 3 or more channels leads to a 19% engagement rate on campaigns as 
opposed to 5.5% through a single channel.





Insights from 

top Marketers 


Section 6



The year 2020 has taught us a lot. Businesses had to react overnight with an 
evolved marketing strategy, with empathy as their over-arching theme. 


We talked to a few marketing leaders from top travel brands to understand how 
they reacted to the COVID-19 pandemic and ensured the growth of business in 
times of duress. 




21

CHARMIS PALA

Global SEO Director, Cleartrip



Anand Dorairaj

Head of Marketing and Growth, Savari Car Rentals



“ Cleartrip’s core philosophy is ‘Making travel simple’. 

The online support mechanism gives information 

regarding travel itineraries & cancellations. It is also 

circulating the airline policies and future news.” 

“ Savaari has reoriented its content marketing tactics 

during the pandemic to be contextual and based on 

three pillars- Credibility, Timeliness, & Humour.” 

Keyur Dhami

VP, Customer Success, WebEngage



“ Extension of membership programs, loyalty points, etc. 

can be done so that your loyal users feel valued. 

Strengthen your engagement and retention stack so that 

you can bounce back in the future. ” 

Dhanraj Bisht

Head of Enterprise Marketing, MapMyIndia




“ MapMyIndia has expertise in mapping real-time 

hyperlocal information. It gives the opportunity to help 

the users mitigate this crisis by providing them live 

COVID-19 updates. ”



Conclusion


As things return to normalcy, we want to end this ebook with a line from the Matrix 
movies - "Everything that has a beginning has an end." The world has geared up 
for the new normal, which sets the stage for recovery from a pandemic that 
changed traditional marketing and engagement tactics. 



Experts believe that a lot of changes identified in consumer behavior during 
COVID-19 will be permanent. The evolutionary trends have forced brands to rethink 
their marketing strategy and adapt to a close-knit, increasingly digital world. The 
world over, businesses are flocking to an engagement-led marketing strategy, as 
brands start to rely heavily on their existing user-base for growth. 



WebEngage has been at the forefront of marketing automation, helping more than 
300+ enterprise-grade businesses deliver exceptional customer experiences. If you 
are a digital consumer business, WebEngage can help your brand craft an 
engagement-led marketing strategy. 


Brands That Trust Us
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