


Travel programmes built around the average traveller systematically 
underperform. They leak cost through poor itinerary design, lose productivity to
avoidable friction, and quietly drive the people they were built to serve either out 
of policy or out of the door. 

The workforce travelling on behalf of your organisation today is not uniform. It spans
generations, roles, health conditions, accessibility requirements and anxiety levels
that a single default policy cannot accommodate.

Designing for that reality is not a welfare gesture. It is a performance and retention
decision with a measurable commercial return.

This paper examines who is actually travelling, what they need, and what it costs
when that question goes unasked. The TMC that knows its client's people does not
just arrange travel. It delivers outcomes.

The insights and practitioner voices woven through this paper are not hypothetical.
They are drawn from a live research session conducted at Focus Champs 2026,
where over 100 frontline business travel professionals from across the Focus Travel
Partnership membership were asked one question: who is actually travelling for your
clients, and what does your travel programme fail to give them? Their answers are in
these pages.

Executive Overview

The Myth of the Average Business Traveller
Ask most organisations to describe their typical business traveller, and they will sketch
the same person: mid-level manager, no particular requirements, comfortable in
economy, always fine. That person, in most workforces, rarely exists.
The reality is far more varied. A field engineer heading to an offshore platform has
fundamentally different needs from the Chief Executive travelling to close a deal. A
neurodivergent analyst navigating a busy hub airport faces friction that a neurotypical
frequent flyer will never notice. 
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An employee managing a chronic health condition or significant anxiety travels

through an entirely different experience from the colleague beside them. UK

government data shows that approximately 23% of working-age people meet the

legal definition of disabled ,¹ and around one in seven are neurodivergent.² Add four

active generations in the workforce, mixed seniority, and widely varying role demands,

and the composite average traveller is revealed for what it is: a fiction.

Designing for that fiction means optimising for nobody. Effective travel programmes

start by asking who is actually travelling, not who we assume is.
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Senior & VIP Travel: Board, Executive and Client-
Facing Trips
When a Chief Executive misses a flight, the cost is rarely measured in the rebooking fee. It

is measured in the meeting that did not happen, the client relationship that cooled, and the

hours of senior time spent managing recovery rather than driving the business forward.

GBTA research shows that every pound invested in UK business travel returns £13.80 in net

operating margin.³ The arithmetic of getting senior travel wrong runs in exactly the

opposite direction.



Board and executive travel carries stakes that standard policy design frequently

ignores: the confidentiality of conversations, the security of movement, and the

impression a client forms when your leadership arrives exhausted from a 5 am

connection rather than prepared and present. These are not comfort preferences. 

They are performance variables. 

What ‘good' looks like is straightforward: consistent service levels, preferred carriers

and routes maintained without the traveller having to negotiate them each time, and

proactive disruption management that resolves problems before they become missed

meetings.

This is where the independent and SME TMC proposition is at its sharpest. A named

contact who knows the Managing Director's preferences, travel patterns and non-

negotiables delivers something a self-booking tool or a call centre queue structurally

cannot: genuine continuity of service that protects the time of the people whose time

costs most.
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Research shows that 52% of Gen Z business

travellers find trips stressful, significantly

higher than older colleagues,⁵ and the

friction is often not the travel itself but the

systems surrounding it. When the managed

booking channel feels slower, less intuitive

or less responsive than going direct, younger 

travellers bypass it. The result is out-of-

policy leakage, lost visibility, and a duty-of-

care gap that the organisation may not even

know exists.

Sustainability adds a further dimension.

European business travel buyers now rank

sustainability as a high priority at twice the

rate of their North American counterparts,⁶.
That expectation is increasingly traveller-led

rather than policy-driven.
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The New-Generation Traveller: Expectations,
Flexibility and Technology 
The workforce travelling on behalf of your organisation today is not a single generation 

with a single set of expectations. Millennials and Gen Z now represent the largest share of

business travellers⁴, and they arrive with assumptions shaped by consumer technology:

instant confirmation, real-time updates, and the ability to change plans without calling

anyone.

The answer is not to choose between self-service and oversight. Independent and SME

TMCs have the flexibility to integrate technology that meets modern expectations whilst

maintaining the traveller visibility and policy compliance that protects the organisation.



The Equality Act 2010 places a clear legal

obligation on employers to accommodate

them, including when those employees are

travelling on company business.¹¹

The consequences are operational and

financial. A mobility requirement not captured

at booking becomes an expensive airport

assistance scramble on the day. A

neurodivergent traveller whose itinerary is

built without consideration of sensory load,

predictability or connection times arrives at

the destination already depleted before the

meeting begins. Research from temoji's 

Calm in Motion study found that 81% of

neurodivergent business travellers

experience fatigue through overstimulation

when travelling, and 58% identify delays and

last-minute changes as a primary stressor.⁷
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Accessibility and Inclusion: When ‘Standard’ Doesn’t Fit

Most travel policies were written for a traveller who has no particular requirements. In

practice, that description fits a minority of any workforce. Physical mobility needs,

neurodivergent conditions, dietary requirements shaped by faith or health, chronic

conditions that affect how a long-haul flight or a packed conference schedule is

experienced: these are not unusual circumstances. They are the everyday reality of a

diverse working population.

Dietary or religious needs overlooked at the hotel booking stage create friction that falls

entirely on the traveller to resolve, alone, on the road. The policy gap is not principally one of

awareness. It is one of the processes. Requirements that are not systematically captured at

the profile level will be missed at booking, every time. A good TMC does not treat these as

special requests. It builds them into the traveller profile from the outset and pre-empts them

as a matter of standard practice, not as an exception.



Not every employee who travels does so willingly. A proportion of any workforce quietly
avoids trips, delays confirmation, or arrives at the destination already running on empty.
This is not a personal failing. It is frequently the predictable output of a travel programme
that treats itinerary quality as a cost variable rather than a performance one.

The scale of the underlying problem is significant. HSE data shows that 964,000 workers in
Great Britain experienced work-related stress, anxiety or depression in 2024/25, a 24%
increase on the prior year.⁸ Business travel, when poorly designed, amplifies exactly the
conditions that drive those numbers: unpredictability, loss of control, boundary erosion
between work and rest. Research by World Travel Protection found that 46% of frequent
business travellers say travel adds to their stress and burnout.⁹

For employers, this has a measurable cost. Deloitte's research into mental health and
employers found that proactive wellbeing investment returns £5.30 for every £1 spent ,¹⁰ with
the highest returns coming from preventative interventions rather than reactive support.
The practical implications for travel programme design are not complex: realistic routing,
reasonable connection times, and overnight-stay policies that support recovery. These are
not welfare gestures. They are decisions with a direct line to performance and retention.

A consultative TMC, such as a Focus Partner, is well placed to identify when an itinerary
creates unnecessary stress and propose alternatives before the booking is confirmed, not
after the damage is done.
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Wellbeing, Travel Anxiety and the Reluctant Traveller 



Focus Travel Partnership Partners build and

maintain traveller profiles that capture

preferences, accessibility requirements,

seniority protocols, and behavioural patterns,

and keep them up to date. When a new trip 

is requested, the starting point is not the

default search result. It is the person travelling.

Proactive flagging is a natural consequence 

of that knowledge. A consultative TMC

recognises when a proposed itinerary creates

unnecessary friction or downstream cost and

says so before the booking is confirmed. 

When plans change, as they often do,

adjustments are handled by people who

already understand the context, without the

traveller being passed between teams or

having to start the conversation from scratch.
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Where Independent & SME Travel Management
Company Value Shows Up
Everything described in this paper; the neurodivergent traveller whose itinerary needs

careful design, the senior executive whose time cannot be recovered once lost, the

younger employee who will bypass a channel that does not meet their expectations,

depends on someone actually knowing that traveller before the booking is made. That is

the independent and SME TMC advantage in its most practical form.

This is the big-fish, small-pond proposition in operational terms. Mid-market clients receive

the attention and investment that larger agencies reserve for their largest accounts, not as a

premium tier, but as the default standard of service.



The evidence in this paper raises five questions worth putting to your organisation.

 Does your travel policy distinguish   between traveller types, or does it treat a
neurodivergent analyst, a field engineer and a Chief Executive as the same person
with the same needs?

 Do you know which travellers are   quietly avoiding trips, underperforming on the
road, or disengaging from a programme that does not work for them?

What is the true cost of your lowest   fare policy once seniority, accessibility and
wellbeing are priced in?

Are accessibility requirements    captured systematically at the profile level, or
handled as one-off requests that depend on the traveller speaking up?

Does your Travel Management Company  know your travellers, or just their
itineraries?
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Implications for Corporate Decision Makers



Paper #1 in this series established that the cheapest ticket price and the lowest total

trip cost are rarely the same number. The same logic, applied to people rather than

process, is even more compelling.

An £80 saving on the fare looks less impressive when the senior executive on that 

5am flight arrives at the client meeting running on two hours of sleep and an airport

coffee. A long layover routed through an unfamiliar hub creates an accessibility

problem for a traveller whose needs were never captured at the time of booking. A

policy that consistently prioritises the lowest fare over the right itinerary teaches

employees that the managed channel does not work for them, and they route around it

accordingly. GBTA research quantifies what is at stake: every pound invested in UK

business travel returns £13.80 in net operating margin.³ The organisations capturing

that return are not the ones driving every booking to the cheapest available option.

They are the ones asking a different question entirely: not what the lowest fare is, but

what the right product is for this traveller on this trip.

The consultative SME TMC, such as a Focus Partner, is the mechanism that makes

that question answerable. It holds the traveller profile, understands the context, and

has the expertise to match product to person before the cost of getting it wrong lands

elsewhere in the business.

Travel Partnership

10

The False Economy of Cheapest at Any Cost

Call to Action 
The average traveller does not exist. Designing for them wastes money, loses
people and leaves performance on the table.

The opportunity is straightforward. Design your travel programme around the
people who actually travel in your organisation: their roles, needs, risk points,
and potential. Match the right product to the right traveller on every trip. Use
your TMC as a consultant with knowledge of your people as individuals, not a
search engine returning the lowest fare.

Measure what good travel looks like for your workforce. Then hold your
programme and your TMC to that standard.



The Focus Champs Insight contributions referenced throughout this paper 

were generated at a live primary research session designed and facilitated by 

Ian Jones of temoji as part of Focus Champs 2026, the annual development event 

for frontline staff across Focus Travel Partnership member TMCs. The session took

place on 16 June 2026 at Ashridge House. Approximately 115 delegates attended,

representing a wide cross-section of the partnership, from trainees and frontline

consultants through to experienced industry professionals and senior leaders.

The session was structured around three themes drawn directly from the White Paper:

the myth of the average business traveller, senior and VIP travel, and the new-

generation traveller. Printed theme summary cards containing structured discussion

questions were developed in advance to focus delegate thinking on their frontline

experience rather than general opinion. The session ran for 75 minutes and was titled

Purposeful Travel: Designing for Different Travellers, Not One 'Average'

Delegates worked in groups, each assigned one of the three themes and provided with

a sealed A3 envelope containing a blank newspaper front-page template and their

theme card. Each group was asked to produce a headline, a subheading, a direct

quote from a traveller, a described or sketched image, and a short report. The

newspaper format was chosen to focus thinking on what matters most and to

generate output that is both structured and rich in authentic professional voice.

The full session was audio recorded and transcribed in its entirety. A facilitated

feedback round, in which nominated group spokespeople shared their outputs, was

conducted with a roving microphone to ensure all contributions were captured clearly.

A photographer and videographer from Focus documented the session throughout

and photographed all completed newspaper templates, which were collected at the

close of the session.

The session transcript, photographed newspaper templates, and session brief were

reviewed in full to extract the Focus Champs Insight contributions that are integrated

into this paper. All soundbites and attributed insights are drawn directly from delegate

contributions. No external research has been introduced or attributed to the session.

The Focus Champs Insight material represents the direct, unmediated expertise of

frontline business travel professionals from across the Focus Travel Partnership.

Methodology Statement
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