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Industry Technologies:
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by Kay Denton

SB: Well Kay, I started in the travel industry in
1985 as a programmer. The 1980s were the
start of what would later be called “The Digital
Revolution”. To put this into perspective, Ronald
Reagan was the President of the United States,
there was an arms race in full swing between
“the West” and the Soviet Block and personal
computers were just starting to be used for
business and home use. In fact, for one year, I
shared an IBM PC with a colleague. There was
just one between us! Our cubes had a central
window cut open with a PC on a turntable. I
used the PC from 07:00 – 12:00 and Ranga, in
the next cube, used the PC from 12:00-18:00.
Still, it was a time of great faith in technology
and its potential to solve an enormous array of
business problems.

KD: You shared a computer??!! How did you
program without a device for half of the
day?
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I recently sat down for a virtual discussion with
Shane Batt, the CEO of JourneyHero, regarding
the evolution of technology within the travel
industry. Shane is an industry veteran with
more than 35 years of experience in travel
industry technology and more than 20 of those
years in senior management positions. I
thought that Shane’s perspective on the
development of technology would be
illuminating. I was surprised by his views and
thought to document them here.

KD: How did you start working in the travel
technology industry?

SB: LOL! It sometimes caused arguments, I admit –
especially with a deadline due. You must remember
that most of the code was executed on mainframe
computers that were stored in enormous data
centres. I’d write code in the morning, send it to be
compiled and executed, produce a printout of the
results and then spend the afternoon with a pencil
reviewing the output and making notes for required
changes the following morning.

KD: Wow! That sounds really inefficient.
SB: You’d be surprised. We achieved a lot because it
was a time when there was very little automation.
The airline industry was deregulated in the US in
1978 and by 1985, we were just coming to grips
with new ways of using technology to solve realworld problems.

KD: Can you give me some examples?
SB: Sure! Between 1985 and 1990 I led teams that
worked on some of the most fundamental business
problems facing the travel industry. I started with
crew management: crew planning, scheduling,
tracking and control. It was an enormous problem
for American Airlines! I then moved into developing
advanced mathematical systems for pricing, revenue

management, flight scheduling, flight operations,
maintenance planning and a few others. It was a
time of great innovation!

KD: You mentioned “revenue
management”. I’ve heard the term used but
I’m not sure that I know for sure what it is.
SB: Revenue management, or “RM”, is still the “dark
science” of the travel industry. It is not well
understood because the technology was a tightly
controlled industry secret. Roughly speaking, RM is
about forecasting demand for travel and then
optimising availability so that revenues are
maximised for the travel supplier. Predicting demand
is difficult and then optimising that demand is even
more complicated! Before RM, there were only two
fares on an aircraft: the economy fare and the first
class fare. With RM, however, the price changes
based upon demand. That’s why today, no two
passengers on a flight pay the same fare.
Furthermore, RM has become the standard for the
travel industry and is used extensively for hotels,
rental car companies and cruise lines as well as
every airline in the world!

KD: So we have you to blame for the
volatility of pricing for travel? You’re
probably about as popular as the person
who invented autocorrect! Given your start
at the beginning of the digital
transformation of the travel industry, I
guess you’ve seen a lot of changes and
development. Would you mind sharing
some examples?
SB: Well Kay, believe it or not, I’ve seen very
little change in travel industry technology over the
past 35 years! In fact, it is disheartening in some

ways that there has been so little innovation. After
the mathematical systems for forecasting and
optimisation were developed by about 1995, there
has been very few technology advances. To be sure,
there have been incremental advances, but these
are evolutionary not revolutionary changes.

KD: Surely there has been some changes
that you think were revolutionary!
SB: OK, the last advance that was widespread was
the introduction of websites and the internet for
travel industry sales in the early part of this century.
That’s a technology that is more than 30 years old
now! It was over a decade old when the industry
started to embrace it. The travel industry was very
timid about implementing websites and, to some
extent, the adoption of the internet is still not
complete. Even the adoption of the internet
propagated older technology paradigms!

KD: That’s incredible! Can you give
examples of how adoption of the internet
propagated older paradigms?
SB: The fundamental ways that the travel industry
operates have not changed for more than three
decades! Search is exactly as it was from the 1960s!
For air travel, you must still enter an origin and
destination, a departure date and a return date! The
same is true for hotels and virtually every other type
of travel product. Searching is still for the fare only –
even though the fare is only about 50% of the total
price of air travel. Pricing has been the same for
decades – and it was always convoluted and opaque!
Booking, ticketing, purchasing and servicing those
bookings is virtually the exact same as decades ago.
Here’s an interesting example... do you know that
the maximum number of stops that can be
purchased on a single air ticket is four? This is

because, before electronic ticketing, there were five
paper coupons. The last one was a red wax printed
“audit coupon”. When electronic ticketing was
introduced it simply propagated the paradigm of a
paper ticket even though the limitations were
unnecessary!

KD: What about IATA’s New Distribution
Capability (NDC)?
SB: Well, first of all, it’s a misnomer. NDC was
first proposed at an IATA AGM in 2009 or 2010. So,
the concept is over a decade old now. So, it’s not
“new” and it really isn’t a “distribution capability”.
Some airlines have implemented their own versions
of NDC but there is no standard implementation
approach and the result is chaotic. Travel agents are
stuck because airlines tell them that they must
connect to their versions of NDC to receive proper
pricing and all products and yet everyone has
implemented differently so it is wildly expensive for
travel agencies to connect to every carrier’s version
of NDC. In addition, there is a digital divide where
large airlines have created their own NDCs are
separated from smaller airlines that cannot afford to
make the changes required. NDC is too little and it’s
way, way too late. I think its name should be
changed to LDP; “Legacy Distribution Paradigm”!

KD: Wow! You make a strong case for a
lack of innovation!
SB: Kay, the fundamentals of the travel industry are
based upon ancient technology paradigms. The
industry still uses telex messages! It still uses
LNIATA numbers (“Line number, Interchange
Address and Terminal Address”). It still uses PNRs
(“Passenger Name Records”) and a myriad of other
standards that predate the Digital Age!

KD: So you see no innovation in the travel
industry?
SB: I do see start-ups that are innovating in the
travel industry. The large technology companies and
the largest travel suppliers aren’t doing much but
there are smaller companies that are innovating.
JourneyHero is a good example of a technology
innovator!

KD: Can you summarise how JourneyHero
is innovating within the travel industry?
SB: Sure! There has been a huge amount of
technology innovation outside of the travel industry.
Amazon has revolutionised the purchasing of about
any product. Social media allows us to find out from
our friends, in real time, their preferences. At
JourneyHero, we want to skip over decades of legacy
travel technologies to deliver disruptive technologies
that benefit our users. Smartphones are becoming
more and more powerful. We want to change search,
pricing, booking, payment and servicing so that it
works for the travellers. We are implementing

artificial intelligence to benefit instead of to control
and collect data on users. We are using the power of
smartphone processors to perform more computing
locally on the user’s device so we don’t have to
transfer private data to the Cloud for processing.
Innovation is happening but it’s happening from
smaller shops that want to introduce disruptive
technologies to break legacy paradigms.

KD: Thanks for your time on this. It’s been
very interesting to hear your views!
SB: You are welcome Kay!

