Fee-Based Travel Agencies continued…
tickets by hand, leafed through enormous hotel index books, and telexed or sent telegraphs to obtain information when not placing expensive long-distance calls.
We’ve come a long ways from those days, and those days were not so long ago!  Is the travel agent truly a vanishing species?  Not really.  They simply have re-invented themselves.  The tragedy of 9-11 was the final impetus towards an outmoded way of conducting business and they have kept up with the technological revolution that has overwhelmed us all.

Travel agents these days often work out of their homes.  There has been a quantum shift to working out of home because the home computer now has the capacity to process back end office transactions and real time bookings in real time with unprecedented speed and efficiency..  Home based agents have also gained support through the auspices of organizations devoted uniquely to them such as the Outside Sales Support Network.
But where as you could simply walk into a travel agency before the Internet, and be given free quotes and information, these days Post Internet, the situation has changed.  For people who work out of the home, walk-ins are no longer an option. Nor is the idea of free information, even with well-established clients.
After all, isn’t that what the idea of the Internet is all about?  Free information that can be accessed 24/7?  If you go on the Internet and look for travel information and then don’t find what you are looking for, or if you just simply don’t have the time or the inclination to look things up, it is time to call in the experts.  Those experts expect to be paid for their time.  They are called travel agents!
Fee based services are becoming the norm and as time goes by, it is fervently hoped by all the members of the travel agent community that these fees will become standard.  So what do we mean by fee based services, exactly?

First, let me tell you a story, typical of many travel agents.   A new travel agent I know got a phone call the other day from someone looking for a honeymoon trip to the Caribbean.  She took down the details and then duly spent several hours looking for just the right place for this prospective client.  After she had found two places she thought fitted his budget and matched his requests she sent him an enthusiastic email with the prices and links to the properties.
And guess what?  While he had liked the recommendations, he himself had spent the 

entire Sunday working over every travel site in the Caribbean area he wanted to visit to find what he wanted, and he had found something that he liked better!  He was under the assumption that he could ask and get free research services, and in this case he was correct.
So where did this leave this particular travel agent?  Out in the cold, I am afraid, with nothing to show for the time spent researching for him.  She, too, was working on assumptions that are no longer valid.
Travel agents can no longer afford to give out this type of free service, so they have begun charging fees for their time.  The fact that the airline industry has also cut or eliminated commissions means that costs must be passed onto consumers if a travel agent is to make a living, and in so doing, have rewritten all the rules.
As of now, here is a typical run-down of a current fee structure:

Domestic Ticket issuance

$40 per ticket

International ticket issuance
$50 per ticket

Arranging airline upgrade

$25 minimum

Rail ticket issuance


$30 minimum

Custom itinerary planning

$50 minimum (1 hour minimum)

Theater ticket fees


$25 per order

Independent hotel reservations
$25 per order

Change fee



$25 per change
Cancellation Fee


$50 per person

While some agents have been assessing these types of fees for years, the practice is only now becoming wide-spread.  One reason why it might not be universal it the hesitancy of novice travel agents to ‘lose’ a potential client by asking for these fees upfront. This is pernicious thinking, because how can you “lose” something you’ve never really had! This is akin to a lawyer offering free services because he is afraid that even after all his training and degree he might “lose” a client.  While that lawyer might offer you a free one-time consultation, that is where the freebies end.
There is also the assumption of the bargain hunting prospective client, or “shopper” as they are known in the trade.  These people operate on the theory that the travel agent should only be too happy to give them free services in researching their travel plans.  Any agent worth his or her salt has spent a considerable amount of time learning various travel products and countries, and this education is an-going process that lasts throughout their career.  They are professionals.  It is better for all concerned that this type of client avail themselves of the free information provided by the Internet instead.
So how does a travel agent overcome the objection to those who were used to the good ole ‘freebies” days?  And what about the customer who thinks it’s outrageous to have to pay for these services?
This is a tough question and one not easily answered.  It will be resolved in time, as more as the home based travel agent business becomes more fully integrated, and this practice becomes standard.  How soon that will occur is anyone’s guess, but the savvy traveler should be prepared in advance.
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