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Definition of a “Trip Planning Startup”
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Standalone, consumer-facing (B2C) startup company, focused on helping leisure 
travelers discover trip ideas, map out their itinerary, and/or consume content 
during the planning phase. Often aiming to be VC-backed and looking to build a 
large business.

Not:
Standalone company, or tool within a company, focused on helping high-frequency 
travel customers plan and book more efficiently e.g. B2B side serving business 
travelers or travel agents. May be VC-backed but knows its market limitations. Or a 
B2C trip planning company in China…



The Beginning? 1998…
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Watch it here.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=itTBs0MUfcM


Mike’s Experience



Mike’s Experience
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Small exit

Inspiration
2003-2006

Blog/Content
2006-2016

Metasearch
2011-2013

Domain Development 
(USA.com, Europe.com)

2007-2010

iJourney
Desktop Itinerary 

Planner
2001-2002

Online Monetization
2011-2013

Small exit

Small exit
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Mike’s Experience
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Travel for Events
2012-2016

Meetup Group
2012-2018

Accelerator
2014-2015

Incubator
2015-2017

Research and Events
2017-Present
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Phocuswright Pitch Competitions
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Learn more and apply: 
https://www.phocuswright.com/Events/Phocuswright-Innovation 

https://www.phocuswright.com/Events/Phocuswright-Innovation


GoTravel.com in 2004

8 Source: GoTravel.com © 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.



Gilad’s Experience



Gilad’s Experience
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What Does The Data Say?



Our Database

12 Source: Phocuswright’s Travel Startups Interactive Database © 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Access the database here.

https://www.phocuswright.com/Travel-Research/Technology-Innovation/Travel-Startups-Interactive-Database


Share of Companies Closed by Vertical Category (%), 
2005-1Q24
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Share of Companies Closed by Horizontal Category (%), 
2005-1Q24
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Notable Pivot: Travefy in 2013 and 2016
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Read it here.

https://www.phocuswire.com/Travefy-a-group-travel-startup-raises-320K


What’s the Problem(s)?



Problem: Most 
people enjoy trip 
planning
• Researching destination, things to 

see and do etc builds excitement 
and anticipation

• The search for hidden gems is 
addictive

• A successful trip that you planned 
yourself brings a sense of 
satisfaction

• Most people want to feel sure that 
they got the best price(s)

17© 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.
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Startups frequently target the top of the “booking funnel” in the Inspiration, Itinerary, Content 
and Social Networking categories to tackle travel planning frustration.
Yet Phocuswright surveys show that the vast majority of travelers do not think planning travel online is frustrating.

Source: Phocuswright’s The State of Travel Startups 2018 © 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.
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U.S. Traveler Technology Survey Eighth Edition: 
Is planning travel online frustrating? 

“Travelers visit 38 sites before booking…
”



The Infamous 2013 Expedia Study
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Problem: 
Most leisure 

travelers 
travel 

infrequently

© 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.

The average leisure traveler 
takes a trip or two a year

Have to reach them at the 
right time 

Price-sensitive, not loyal to 
brands or tools
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Problem: 
Everyone 

plans 
differently

© 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Online documents and 
spreadsheets or calendar

Variety of existing online tools

Bookmarks

Pen and paper??
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Problem: Travel 
content is super 
fragmented

• Everyone and their mother 
produces static travel 
content – social posts, 
photos, videos, blogs, 
articles, lists, newspapers 
magazines

• Dynamic travel content is 
expensive and incredibly 
difficult to get right

22 © 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.



Problem: 
There are 

simple trips 
and 

complicated 
trips

© 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.

A weekend in a major city is 
very different than a month in 
Bolivia

Major potential knowledge 
and information gaps

Most planning tools can only 
remain highly useful and 
relevant if specific to their 
niche
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Problem: 
Travel 

marketing is 
expensive

© 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Building any 
consumer brand is 
only getting more 

cost prohibitive

According to research 
company Statista, in 2023 the 

top 11 publicly listed online 
travel players alone spent 

$8.4 billion in Google Ads, 19% 
more than 2022 with a 

forecasted growth of another 
+10% in 2024.
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Problem: It’s 
hard to monetize
• Top of booking funnel = far 

from transaction

• Hard to get bookings through 
affiliate links (not price- 
competitive)

• Hard to build big enough 
audience to advertise against

• Hard to get people to pay for 
your tool

25 © 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.
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Problem: Increasingly, you’re up against 
the big guys (and AI)
• Expedia (again), Tripadvisor, Microsoft, Google, many others targeting travel planning and 

booking

Source: Expedia © 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.



Problem: Increasingly, you’re up against the big guys (and AI)

27 Source: Tripadvisor © 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.



Problem: Increasingly, you’re up against the big guys (and AI)

28 Source: Microsoft Copilot © 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.



Problem: Increasingly, you’re up against the big guys (and AI)

29 Source: TechCrunch, Google Gemini © 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.



Is AI A Game-Changer?
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Familiarity/Usage: Generative AI (e.g., ChatGPT or DALL-E)

Base: Travelers (U.S. N=2,025; Canada N=1,012; U.K. N=1,017; France N=1,012; Germany N=1,028; Italy N=1,035; Spain N=1,042) 
Source: Phocuswright’s U.S., Canada and Europe Consumer Travel Reports 2023
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Comfortable Using a GenAI Platform Such as ChatGPT to 
Help Plan a Trip

Percent Extremely/Somewhat Comfortable  (Among Those Aware)

Base: Travelers aware of Generative AI/ChatGPT (U.S. N=891; Canada N=397; U.K. N=311; France N=371; Germany N=379; Italy 
N=352; Spain N=400) 
Source: Phocuswright’s U.S., Canada and Europe Consumer Travel Reports 2023



Weaknesses 
of AI

• Hallucinations (making up 
places, transportation 
options, other important 
information)
• Poor logic (bad suggestions, 

route planning/scheduling)
• Limited to available data
• Generality (generic 

recommendations)

© 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved. 33



Strengths of AI

• Travel planning is an unstructured 
process which is conducive to 
natural language

• Good summarization/distillation of 
massive quantities of information

• AI interfaces will continue to improve 
as multimodal/visual content is 
integrated

• Potential for personalization, two-
way conversation, real-time 
communication

34© 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.



AI 
Considerations

• Favors big companies

• Subject to regulation

• Subject to publisher / 
aggregator dynamic

• Will improve drastically (GPT-
5 on horizon)

• Removes tech as competitive 
moat

35 © 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.



Notable Failure

© 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.36 Source: PhocusWire

Read it here.

https://www.phocuswire.com/Wayblazer-postmortem
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Autonomous Agents – Lots of Travel Examples

Source: AI Business



Case Study: Utrip



Utrip
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Utrip
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Utrip
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Utrip
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Utrip
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Utrip
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Utrip
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Utrip
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Utrip
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So… Should I Do It? 
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Interesting Example!

© 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.50 Source: Deets.com
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The Future Is Being Written Now

© 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Someone could prove any of this wrong.

• With eyes wide open
• Understanding all the challenges
• Having learned from past mistakes

Just please go into it:

• Tech giants remain formidable
• Interactive planning using Apple Vision Pro?
• Discussion with virtual AI travel agent avatar?

Being aware of where things are going.
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Recommended Reading

© 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Read it here.

https://www.phocuswire.com/Why-you-should-never-consider-a-travel-planning-startup
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Recommended Reading

© 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Read it here.

https://www.phocuswire.com/Part-Two-of-Two-How-a-trip-planning-startup-can-succeed
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Recommended Reading

© 2024 Phocuswright Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Read it here.

https://www.phocuswire.com/opinion-can-trip-planning-startups-ever-succeed
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Travel Startups 
Interactive 
Database
Available now on 

phocuswright.com
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Access the database here.

https://www.phocuswright.com/Travel-Research/Technology-Innovation/Travel-Startups-Interactive-Database
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Travel Innovation 
and Technology 

Trends 2024
Available now on 

phocuswright.com

56

Access the report here.

https://www.phocuswright.com/Travel-Research/Technology-Innovation/Travel-Innovation-and-Technology-Trends-2024




Newsletter Sign-Up



Newsletter Sign-Up
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Newsletter Sign-Up



Thank You and Good Luck!


