
Cove Apple Club
March 13, 2024



Tonight’s Topics

•How to book travel online 
•Without getting ripped off



Remember!

• Tonight’s presentation — in PDF and Apple Keynote 
format — will be archived after the meeting 

• Visit CoveAppleClubArchives.com 
• Please silence your devices during our short time 

together — thank you!

http://CoveAppleClubArchives.com


How to book travel online,  
without getting ripped off



Why you should trust me
• I’ve been planning travel — business and personal — 

since at least 1986, in the acoustic-coupled modem 
days of Prodigy and CompuServe 

• I flew at least 2x monthly for business for 25.5 years, 
plus 3-6 personal trips on vacations 

• ~3,000,000 miles with American Airlines, 1,000,000 
miles with United, 559 nights with Marriott



Marriott Bonvoy 
Lifetime Titanium Elite

American Airlines 
Lifetime Platinum

2,987,773 MilesPlus hundreds more with Hilton, Hyatt,  
independent, boutique, etc.



So, I’ve seen some things…
• Stuck at LAX Airport Hilton for five days during 9/11 
• Two engine compressor stall high-speed runway aborts on the 

same day 
• Last flight in landing & with “bingo fuel” at PBI during a 

hurricane 
• “Bomb scare” on a United ORD-LAX flight — no bomb!  
• Near wheels-up landing on a United L-1011 at LAX plus a 

thrilling tail-scrape go-around  
• Broke the speed of sound over ground in a United 767 due to 

200-knot Jet Stream tailwind PHX-ORD 1994



Remember these?



They had a good run
• From the late 1800’s to about 2000, there 

was a travel agency (or five) in every 
downtown in the world 

• In 1990, there were 189,000 professional 
travel agents in the US alone 

• That’s how you booked your travel: call or 
visit, and they do it for you — and collect a 
nice commission 

• They were good jobs



But then…



But then…
• The era of “home computers” 

and modem connectivity created 
a new industry of consumer 
online portals like AOL, 
CompuServe and Prodigy 

• One-stop shopping for nearly 
everything became available, 
but slowly and expensively



For the first time in history, it was juuuust 
barely possible to book your own travel



But it was not for the faint of heart…
• You were on a dial-up modem at 2,400 

Baud (about 20kbps — 1/1,000th of the 
speed on your phone’s data connection) 

• You were paying by the minute to just be 
connected! 

• It was very janky and wonky and fiddly 
and sometimes didn’t work at all 

• And there was no way to pay online!



Fast-forward 20 years



Fast-forward 20 years
• Airlines were the first to jump on the online booking 

revolution: 
• All their inventory was already computerized 
• They only had to layer a consumer-friendly UI on top of 

their SABRE or WorldPort booking systems and connect 
it to the internet 

• It would greatly reduce call center staffing & eliminate 
city ticket offices 

• They could cut out the travel agency commission and 
fatten up their very, very slim profit margins 

• They could push their loyalty and credit card perks



Next, hotels
• They went a bit slower, but still wanted to get online: 
• They could cut out the 20-30% agency commission 

paid to travel agents 
• It put them in a strong negotiating position with travel 

networks 
• Eased self-booking for corporate accounts 
• Reduced call center volumes by > 50% 
• Ability to instantly & dynamically adjust pricing 
• Ability to offer “last room” inventory to consumers



The dawn of OTAs - Online Travel Agents
• Expedia - owned by Microsoft then, plus Travelocity and Orbitz 

were the big three first-movers 
• Followed much later by Hotels.com, Booking.com, Kayak, Trivago, 

Priceline 
• Aggregated pricing and availability from dozens or hundreds of 

suppliers & presented a sortable, searchable cornucopia of 
options 

• No fees, secure online payment, instant online confirmation 
• They made it possible for an average consumer to plan and book 

an entire journey: air, hotel, car rental; later on, cruise, train & STRs



But first-party suppliers fought back
• They all wanted to “own” the customer, so they added the 

ability to book the other legs of your trip through their sites 
as well, with price-match guarantees 

• So, on aa.com, you can also book your hotel and car rental 
• They offered significant perks and customer service 

advantages to you if you did 
• Airlines aggressively and ubiquitously marketed their 

branded credit cards — which today, makes up as much as 
100% of their operating profit!



With so many choices, what to do?
• What’s the easiest and best way to shop for and buy 

travel online? 
• What’s the difference between booking first-party vs. 

OTA? 
• How to leverage the incentives offered by each sales 

channel? 
• How to get the best post-purchase customer service? 
• How to maximize points & perks on your trip?



Side quest: the secret names 1st-party 
providers have for OTAs
• booking.com 

• fooking.com 
• Priceline 

• Price-lying 
• Kayak 

• Plastic canoe 
• Expedia 

• Can’t be said on a family show like this

http://booking.com
http://fooking.com


How to book travel online



Tip #1: Shop on OTAs



Tip #1: Shop on OTAs
• OTAs are excellent for getting an overview of prices, 

rates, routes, suppliers 
• Which hotel brands are in your destination? 
• See a map view of all the hotel properties 
• Rank, filter & sort by price, star rating, brand, review 

score, distance to your destination



OTA map views



OTA flights
• Kayak shows you best, 

cheapest, quickest 
• Price tracking 
• Shows total price including 

bag fees 
• Over a dozen search filters: 

duration, takeoff/landing 
time, airline, airline network, 
# stops, etc. 

• “Hacker fares” - neat for 
really cheap one-way 
medium- to long-haul flights



Research first with OTAs
• Which airlines fly your route non-stop? 

• FlightsFrom.com - shows every direct and 
connecting route for every origin / destination pair 
in the world, which airlines fly those routes, how 
often, and when

http://FlightsFrom.com








Research with OTAs
• Do all your preliminary research on OTAs 

• Flights: Routes / airlines / schedules / city pairs 
• Hotels: Orientation in the destination, price ranges, 

brands, amenities (beach, airport, concert hall, 
stadium, etc.) 

• Rental cars: companies / rates / car classes



But!



With few exceptions, DO NOT BOOK with OTAs!

• There are a hundred reasons, but here’s the big one:





THIS IS YOUR CONTRACT



Ticking that box means you are signing 
a contract
• NO ONE reads those “terms and conditions,” but 

they are BINDING on YOU and the SUPPLIER 
• Believe me, the SUPPLIER knows what’s in the 

T’s&C’s, even if you don’t, and they WILL adhere to 
them! 

• So, who do you want to contract with? The supplier, 
or a middleman OTA?



Tip #2: Book direct



Tip #2: Book direct
• Some OTAs will allow you to book air on their site — 

DON’T DO IT! 
• All OTAs will always let you book hotel and rental car 

on their site — DON’T DO IT! 
• Some OTAs will let you book train and cruise on their 

site — DON’T DO IT!



What does it mean to book direct?
• That means you book on the supplier’s website or 

their app — not at Expedia, Orbiz, Kayak, Travelocity, 
TripAdvisor, Hotels.com, Priceline or anywhere else 

• Examples:  
• American Airlines: aa.com or the AA app 
• Marriott brands: marriott.com or the Marriott app 
• Enterprise rental cars: enterprise.com or the 

Enterprise app

http://aa.com
http://marriott.com
http://enterprise.com


Be careful! Just look at these scams!







Here are just a few reasons why you 
should not book with OTAs
• You are now dealing with a middleman who’s incentives 

are not aligned with yours or the supplier’s 
• Show up at the hotel, and you will be their guest, but 

not their customer 
• Check-in for your flight, and you will be their passenger, 

but not their customer 
• …and therein lies a world of difference!



Hotels: OTA vs. Direct booking
• You will not earn or be able to use loyalty points! 
• You will — for sure — NOT be paying the lowest rate 
• You will not qualify for upgrades or other perks 
• You will be treated well, but not as well as a direct 

booking 
• They have no contract with you for anything 
• They have no incentive to do anything for you beyond 

what their contract with the OTA requires



Hotels: OTA vs. Direct booking II
• Hotels shut off inventory to OTAs when nearing capacity — 

booking direct always shows you all availability 
• Hotels WILL cut you slack in case of last-minute cancellations 

when you book direct — they CANNOT and WILL NOT when you 
book through OTA 

• If you need to shorten or extend your stay, the hotel will not 
deal with you, as per their contract with the OTA 

• You cannot use mobile apps for online check-in, room selection, 
etc. 

• You have “one neck to wring” in case of problems



Airlines: OTA vs. Direct booking
• When you book OTA, YOU ARE NOT THEIR 

CUSTOMER 
• You cannot book with points/miles with an OTA 
• In case of flight changes / delays / re-routes, first priority 

for customer service ALWAYS goes to direct bookings — 
now, mostly automated through the airline apps 

• If you booked OTA, good luck to you, my friend 
• You have “one neck to wring” in case of problems



Airlines: OTA vs. Direct booking
• When you book OTA, YOU ARE NOT THEIR 

CUSTOMER 
• You cannot book with points/miles with an OTA 
• In case of flight changes / delays / re-routes, first priority 

for customer service ALWAYS goes to direct bookings — 
now, mostly automated through the airline apps 

• If you booked OTA, good luck to you, my friend 
• You have “one neck to wring” in case of problems



And most OTAs are very poorly rated!
• The reviews are undoubtedly skewed negative, as 

happy users don’t often leave reviews 
• But still, check out these consumer ratings of some big 

OTAs























Tip #3: Exceptions to the “Book Direct” 
rules



Cruise
• If you are a VERY experienced cruiser, and are cruising 

on a line you are VERY comfortable with and have sailed 
with many times, go ahead and book direct on their site 

• Otherwise, I highly recommend vacationstogo.com 
• World’s #1 cruise agency 
• Pricing that beats the cruise line’s direct price 
• Often, you will get bonus perks 
• Great customer service

http://vacationstogo.com


European Train
• Except for Deutsche Bahn, do not try to book European 

train journeys direct 
• Just use thetrainline.com — no fees, instant ticketing, 

all trains, routes, schedules - the best train booking 
site, period 

• For Deutsche Bahn (German national railway), book 
direct at bahn.com — excellent site and easy to use

http://thetrainline.com
http://bahn.com


And for trip insurance…
• SquareMouth.com - Based in St. Pete, excellent 

aggregator / broker for all travel insurance 
• You pay the same price there as booking direct, and 

their comparison engine is the best you will find 
• No fees, instant confirmation, extremely good 

customer service 24/7

http://SquareMouth.com


Without Getting Ripped Off



Book direct and have “one neck to wring”
• There are a million “travel customer service” scams  
• They all LOOK and SOUND legit 
• But they WILL separate you from your money, and not 

do a thing to help you 
• When you book direct, you KNOW who to call 

• It’s in their app, online chat, phone number, website









Just don’t!
• NEVER give your credit card info over the phone to 

ANY “customer service” rep who calls you 
• IF there is a problem with your arrangements, the 

supplier will always EMAIL YOU and you can fix it on 
their app or website, or when at the hotel desk or airline 
check-in desk 

• If you must contact them, do it through their app, 
website or the number shown on your DIRECT booking 
confirmation



How to book travel online,  
without getting ripped off



Upcoming meeting dates

•March 27 
•April 10 - TBA

Meetings are usually on the 2nd and 4th Wednesday each month, September-March



Cove Apple Club
March 13, 2024


