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Travel Recovery: Delayed

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In June 2021, Oliver Wyman conducted the third and final edition of its global survey to capture
how views of travel continue to evolve over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic. Findings
from the two prior editions of our survey are available online (May 2020 and October 2020).
Edition 3 of the survey involved nearly 5,300 people across nine countries, all of whom
had flown at least once in 2019. Nearly 90% said that they had been or were planning to
be vaccinated.
Although a third of survey respondents said they felt comfortable traveling now (and half
of travelers in the US and France), two-thirds are still waiting for restrictions to be lifted
and active cases to decline. Due to the Delta variant, COVID-19 cases have spiked globally
since our survey, which will impact the speed at which normal travel resumes. As shown in
Exhibit 1, readiness to travel correlates somewhat with immunity levels and the stringency of
lockdown policies in each country.

Exhibit 1: Comfort traveling now vs. level of immunity and lockdown policies
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1. Includes immunity from natural infection (confirmed and undetected) and immunization (as of July 5, 2021)
2. Measured by respondents who indicated “it’s all right to travel now” in Edition 3, June 2021 survey
3. Based on the Oxford Stringency Index (as of July 5, 2021): The index records the strictness of “lockdown style”
policies that primarily restrict people’s behavior
Source: Oliver Wyman 2020-2021 Traveler Sentiment Survey, Oliver Wyman analysis
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RISING DEMAND, MANY OBSTACLES
Appetite for travel has steadily increased over the past year, and three-quarters of travelers
we surveyed now expect to travel the same or more in the future — once restrictions lift —
compared to before the pandemic. Travel providers could see somewhat stronger domestic
travel demand through the year-end holidays, particularly where vaccine mandates are in
place, but international travel will continue to be impacted by unpredictable and at times
inconsistent government policies (such as the US being open to Mexico but closed to Europe,
as of this writing). Most of those planning to travel are waiting to book trips until close to
their travel dates, to ensure they have the latest information on travel policies and spikes
in infection rates at their destinations.
We expect leisure travel demand will grow with the uptake of vaccinations and loosening
of pandemic restrictions. But nearly a third of leisure travelers expect their personal travel
budgets to be tighter, and they plan to spend less on flights and travel amenities. About
15% expect to have some extra money, with plans to spend more on destination-related
dining, accommodations, and activities.
Near-term upticks in business travel demand in some countries are being driven by the
“fear of missing out” on expanding economic activity. Longer-term, we believe business
travel will stabilize at a somewhat lower level compared to pre-pandemic, as companies
revise remote work and corporate travel policies, and look to reduce travel budgets and
carbon emissions. Two-thirds of survey respondents have found teleconferencing to be
effective and an equal number can work from home at least part of the time.

THE LONG CLIMB BACK
The majority of travelers now feel comfortable with most travel modes and activities.
Extensive interaction with large groups of people, such as at concerts or sporting events, on
cruises, and using public transportation, generates the most concern. Experienced travelers
(such as past cruisers) are more comfortable than would-be first timers. And while travelers
do still want stated cleaning policies and communications around COVID-19 from travel
providers, these are now seen as “table stakes” — travelers are less willing to pay for them.
Although nearly all the travelers we surveyed are or are planning to be vaccinated, most as
of June did not consider vaccination or proof of COVID-19 testing to be an important travel
health measure, perhaps expecting they were sufficiently protected once vaccinated. This
outlook may change as new information develops — such as on waning immunity levels
over time and the potential for breakthrough infections. Travel providers are increasingly
mandating vaccines for employees (and in some cases, passengers). With the pandemic
continuing to impact travel for the foreseeable future, digital vaccine passports may become
a reality to control the spread of COVID-19, and most vaccinated travelers are willing to
participate in such programs.
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TRAVEL DEMAND TICKS UP
Our previous two pandemic traveler sentiment surveys were done prior to the development
of a vaccine. With vaccination campaigns now underway worldwide, a third of respondents
to our latest survey are willing to travel now, up from 18% in the previous survey (Exhibit 2).
Two-thirds are still waiting for restrictions to be lifted, a decline in active infections, or
vaccination — a situation that is being impacted by the Delta variant and a subsequent
spike in infections in many regions, as shown in Exhibit 3.

Exhibit 2: “When do you think it will be okay to start your first trip after the
COVID-19 outbreak?”
First choice, % of survey respondents
It's all right to travel now
4

Gov’t of departure or destination country
lifts travel/quarantine restrictions

29
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27

19

I have been vaccinated or
acquired immunity

11

9

WHO declares end of threat

October 2020
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Active infections begin to decline

June 2021
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15
12

12

23

May 2020

Source: Oliver Wyman 2020-2021 Traveler Sentiment Survey

© Oliver Wyman

4

Travel Recovery: Delayed

Exhibit 3: Seven-day moving average of new COVID-19 cases, per million
June 1, 2021 to August 30, 2021
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Source: Oliver Wyman COVID-19 Pandemic Navigator

Domestic travel demand will be the primary driver of travel over the near to mid-term, with
two-thirds of global respondents planning to travel domestically in the next six months.
International travel is more problematic, due to continuing COVID-19 infection surges,
government travel restrictions that can change rapidly and unpredictably, and the slow
development of much talked about vaccine passports. As of this writing, Australia’s borders
will remain closed until 2022 and US borders remain closed to travelers from a wide array of
countries, including Europe. The European Union has recommended tightening restrictions
on travelers from the United States, which is not unreasonable in the absence of vaccine
passports, given that the US has slipped from first to eighth in terms of vaccination rates
among the nine countries surveyed.
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An important consideration for travel providers is not only when people plan to or will be
able to travel, but when they plan to book trips. At the time of the survey, few travelers
had yet booked their next trip, even if planning to travel in two or three months (Exhibit 4).
Overall, we expect that bookings will happen much closer to travel dates at least through
early 2022, so travelers can ensure they are acting on the latest information with regard to
COVID-19 — particularly for international travel. Airlines, rail, hotels, and rental car providers
will need to be ready for this late-booking demand.

Exhibit 4: “When do you expect to book your next trip?”
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Source: Oliver Wyman 2020-2021 Traveler Sentiment Survey
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PENT-UP PUSH FOR LEISURE
We expect that leisure travel demand through year-end 2021 will see a strong uptick, where
travel restrictions permit. Leisure travel demand continues to build, with three-quarters
of global respondents expecting to travel the same or more than planned for leisure
post-pandemic (Exhibit 5). Most people plan to travel to visit friends and family. Pandemicrelated concerns and reduced travel budgets are the primary drivers for those who still
plan to travel less.

Exhibit 5: “When the COVID-19 outbreak ends and travel restrictions are lifted, will
you travel more, the same, or less than you had planned for leisure over the next
18 months?”
% of survey respondents
More than planned

No change

18

26

28

38
37
48

Less than planned

41

34
22

Cancel all travel planned

3

3

1

May 2020

October 2020

June 2021

Source: Oliver Wyman 2020-2021 Traveler Sentiment Survey

By country, travelers in the US and Italy tip the scale toward wanting to travel even more
for leisure than pre-pandemic, while travelers in the UK, Germany, and Australia are still
hesitant about whether they will return to their normal leisure travel routines. China is the
most divided in terms of travel plans, with over a third of Chinese respondents planning to
travel more for leisure and 30% planning to travel less.
In terms of destinations, as per our prior survey, leisure travelers continue to favor domestic
and short haul for their next trips. Respondents in the US, China, and Australia favor trips to
cities in their home countries, which could help boost urban areas’ economies. Europeans
are somewhat more torn between staying local and traveling internationally — mainly for
short-haul trips within Europe. For those in other regions who want to travel internationally,
Europe is the top destination choice for North Americans and Chinese, while Australians favor
travel to Asia — although when these trips happen will be impacted by travel restrictions and
COVID-19 infection rates.
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For this edition of the survey, we asked about leisure travelers’ budgets and spending
plans. About a third said that their travel budgets have decreased (Exhibit 6). Travelers plan
to spend less on peak season travel, flight upgrades, and travel amenities and more on
dining, accommodations, and destination activities. Airlines and long-distance rail thus may
see softening of demand for higher-class seats, while travel and tourism providers at hot
destination spots might consider expanding their offerings. Respondents from Italy, Spain,
and China expect to see the largest drop overall in leisure travel budgets.

Exhibit 6: “Has your travel budget increased or decreased as a result of COVID-19?”
% of survey respondents
Increased signiﬁcantly (>25%)

3

Increased (up to 25%)

11

Roughly the same

Over the next 12 months, top three items
on which travelers are likely to:
Spend more
% of respondents choosing response

54

1. Meals/dining

45

2. Activities/experiences

45

3. Nicer accommodations

42

Spend less
% of respondents choosing response
Decreased (up to 25%)

17

Decreased signiﬁcantly (>25%)

15
June 2021

1. Travel at peak season

30

2. Fly premium economy or ﬁrst class

25

3. Travel amenities (such as airport lounges)

23

Source: Oliver Wyman 2020-2021 Traveler Sentiment Survey

FOMO FOR BUSINESS TRAVEL
The pace at which business travel resumes is being affected by travel restrictions in
international markets and domestically by delays in companies’ planned return to the
office. Compared to our prior survey in October 2020, however, survey respondents who
travel for business show a significant shift toward expecting to travel more than planned
(Exhibit 7). A large driver of this in the near term we believe is “fear of missing out” —
executives want to get a jump on competitors in response to rising economic activity.
In addition, teleconferencing, while effective for many, does have its limitations. It is
difficult for example for teleconferencing to stand in for actual site visits or to examine
physical products. Nor do all business contacts necessarily have access to or comfort with
the technology.
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Exhibit 7: Planned changes in business travel before and after COVID-19
% of respondents required to travel for business
More than
planned

11

13

Top 3 reasons for traveling more
% of respondents expecting to travel more

31
46

60

No change

1. Expect an uptick in business activity

72

2. Teleconferencing is not as eﬀective to
conduct business

70

3. Teleconferencing not possible

66

44
Top 3 reasons for traveling less
% of respondents expecting to travel less

Less than
planned

43

27
May 2020

October 2020

25
June 2021

1. Teleconferencing/remote work has
been eﬀective during pandemic

53

2. Health/safety concerns

53

3. Lower travel budget

45

Source: Oliver Wyman 2020-2021 Traveler Sentiment Survey

Respondents in the UK, France, and Germany expect to travel less for business overall
compared to pre-COVID levels, once travel restrictions are fully lifted, while the US, China,
and Australia expect to see an uptick. As result, we expect near to mid-term business travel
volume overall to increase by about 1% versus the pre-COVID-19 baseline (Exhibit 8). The exact
timing of this recovery will depend on travel restrictions and company policies — with many
companies pushing back a return to the office and expectations for travel until 2022.

Exhibit 8: Estimated change in business travel volumes, pre- and post-COVID-19,
by country
Weighted average based on business traveler survey responses
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Source: Oliver Wyman 2020-2021 Traveler Sentiment Survey
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Over the longer term, we believe that business travel may stabilize at a somewhat lower
level than pre-pandemic. A year and a half of teleconferencing at the time of the survey has
convinced about two-thirds of respondents that remote meetings can be effective for new and
existing business relationships, collaboration, and learning and development — all of which
cut into the need to travel. In addition, respondents said they had already encountered revised
remote working and space usage policies at nearly half of companies and tightened business
travel policies at 35%. In China, two-thirds of survey respondents report that their companies
have revised space usage and travel policies.
The pandemic not only resulted in large segments of the workforce working from home
but has led to expectations on the part of many that they will continue to work from
home — at least part time. Two-thirds of survey respondents said that they can work from
home; post-pandemic, they expect to work from home an additional 1.8 days per week on
average, compared to pre-pandemic. North Americans expect to work the most additional
days from home (2.1 days per week) and Chinese the least (1.1 days per week).
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RETURN TO TRAVEL NORMS
Travelers appear to be reverting to some of their pre-pandemic behaviors and expectations
when it comes to how they travel, what they do while traveling, and what drives their travel
purchasing decisions, although cleanliness and health continue to be important. And while
“pandemic fatigue” may be impacting some travelers’ sense of risk, recent surges in infections,
waning vaccine immunity, and increased travel mandates/restrictions are likely to heighten
concerns once more.

TRAVEL COMFORT AND EXPERIENCE
Most survey respondents said they are comfortable taking flights, traveling by long-distance
rail, and renting cars once travel restrictions end (Exhibit 9). Public transportation and
ridesharing have become somewhat more acceptable since our prior survey, but some are
still hesitant. Activities that might involve crowds or extensive interaction with other people
also remain less desirable — although the level of discomfort has decreased since the prior
survey. For cruising, the avoidance level for past cruisers is half that of those who haven’t
cruised before.

Exhibit 9: “After the COVID-19 outbreak ends and travel restrictions are lifted, how
uncomfortable will you feel with the following activities and transportation modes?”
% of survey respondents “very” or “somewhat“ uncomfortable
Travel modes
Rent a car
Take a domestic ﬂight
Take a longdistance train
Take an
international ﬂight
Use public
transportation
Use a rideshare

Travel activities
13

Dine at a restaurant
Stay at a hotel

15

Attend convention/
trade show

20

Attend concert or
sporting event

25
29
30

Take a tour bus
Take a cruise

11
12
24
26
29
32

Source: Oliver Wyman 2020-2021 Traveler Sentiment Survey
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By country, Chinese respondents show the least discomfort with crowds, although a third
are hesitant to fly internationally or take a cruise even after travel restrictions end. Other
countries with high levels of relative overall comfort across travel modes and activities are
Australia, France, and the United States.
For those respondents who have traveled since the outbreak of COVID-19, half said their most
recent travel experience was no different than pre-pandemic travel, or they experienced only
modest inconveniences, while a third said inconveniences were sufficient that they would
travel only when necessary or wait to travel again. Most air travelers were satisfied with the
cleanliness of planes, crew PPE, and travel from the airport; while rail travelers were most
satisfied with station check-in, boarding, and travel from the station. Food and beverage,
both at airports/train stations and onboard, continues to be a key reason for traveler
dissatisfaction — particularly in European countries. COVID-19 testing requirements also
are a common pain point for air travelers.

TRAVEL HEALTH AND PURCHASE CRITERIA
As in our prior survey, respondents favor four measures to ensure traveler health and safety:
surface cleaning, special air filtration, an empty seat next to them, and mandatory masks
onboard (Exhibit 10). Only about a quarter of respondents rated proof of a COVID-19 test or
vaccination as a top-three health and safety measure. The implication is that while travelers
have heard the message about cleanliness, masking, and social distancing loud and clear, they
have yet to realize that vaccination and testing can make onboard measures less important.

Exhibit 10: Selected measures seen as important for traveler health and safety
% of survey respondents, selecting top three choices
Safety measure

Top three choice

Top choice

Surface cleaning

41

Special air ﬁltration

44

Guaranteed empty seat next to you

35

Masks mandatory onboard

30

27
17
12
8

Proof Of COVID-19 test within 72 hours of travel

26

6

Proof of vaccination

25

9

Source: Oliver Wyman 2020-2021 Traveler Sentiment Survey

© Oliver Wyman

12

Travel Recovery: Delayed

Regarding purchasing criteria for air travel, price as always dominates — and likely will
be even more important in the future, given the outlook for reduced leisure and business
travel budgets. How airlines have treated travelers during the pandemic and stated cleaning
policies continue to matter but have decreased in relative importance over time. And more
typical pre-pandemic purchasing criteria have seen a rebound, including flight schedule
preferences, promotions, and airline loyalty program membership.
On the hospitality side, respondents continue to express a preference for staying with
family and friends and at large branded hotels. Travelers are still less likely to stay in home
or vacation rentals, although their reluctance has eased since our first survey (Exhibit 11).
Hotel choice is being driven by price and location, although respondents continue to view
communication during COVID-19 and cleaning policies as important.

Exhibit 11: “When COVID-19 related travel restrictions are lifted, are you more likely,
less likely, or just as likely to stay at the following?”
Net balance of respondents more likely vs. less likely, in percentage points
More
likely

20

Family member's
house
Big brand hotel

10

Friend's house
Independent hotel

0

Vacation rental at
resort/hotel
Home rental

−10
−20
Less
likely

−30
May 2020

October 2020

June 2021

Source: Oliver Wyman 2020-2021 Traveler Sentiment Survey

© Oliver Wyman

13

Travel Recovery: Delayed

LONG-TERM TRAVEL OUTLOOK
A final focus of the survey has been to gauge how respondents see travel changing beyond
the pandemic and over the next few years. Once travel restrictions are lifted, respondents
in most countries said they would be more likely to travel by personal/rental car, plane,
or domestic train than pre-pandemic (Exhibit 12). Respondents in all countries said they
will be less likely to use tour buses/long-distance buses and to cruise. European travelers
are strongly hesitant to use public transport, which is concerning, given that it is a core
component of the European travel network.
On a country basis, travelers from China and Australia most expect their long-term travel to
change, followed by the United States (Exhibit 13). Frequent flyers and travelers under age 45
also appear slightly more likely to change their long-term travel habits.

Exhibit 12: “When COVID-19 related travel restrictions are lifted, how will your
preference for the following transportation modes change over the next 18 months?”
Net balance of “more likely” vs. “less likely” survey responses
Rental/
personal
car

North
America

Europe

Asia/
Paciﬁc

Airplane

Domestic
train
Int’l
(2+ hours) train

Tour/
group
bus

Public
Ship/
transport cruise

Longdistance
bus

Global

+15

+7

+6

-3

-5

-6

-15

-17

United
States

+14

+18

+8

+7

0

+3

-6

-6

Canada

+12

+5

+3

-5

-9

-15

-22

-19

United
Kingdom

+4

-3

-2

-4

-16

-8

-27

-27

France

+5

+3

-1

-9

-13

-13

-21

-28

Germany

+8

-1

+2

-1

-10

-4

-20

-24

Italy

+15

+15

+9

+2

-7

+4

-16

-18

Spain

+14

+8

+8

-3

-8

-1

-13

-17

China

+50

+8

+16

-18

+8

-20

-14

-18

Australia

+13

+5

+11

-1

+3

-11

-6

-8

Source: Oliver Wyman 2020-2021 Traveler Sentiment Survey
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Exhibit 13: “Long term — 2+ years from now — how likely is the pandemic to change the
way you travel, including choice of destination, when the crisis is completely resolved?”
% of survey respondents answering “likely to change”
North
America

United States

Europe

United Kingdom

57

Canada

51
41

France

Global average
51%

28

Germany

46
47

Italy
Spain
Asia/
Paciﬁc

46
82

China
Australia

60

More likely to change than average

Close to average

Less likely to change than average

Source: Oliver Wyman 2020-2021 Traveler Sentiment Survey

Another topic new to this edition of the survey that may have implications for future travel is
whether travelers would accept some type of digital health and identity passport. As shown in
Exhibit 14, the majority of those who are vaccinated are willing to participate. Since travelers
don’t need convincing, the build out for such programs can focus on making travelers aware of
how to participate and offering simple enrollment methods.

Exhibit 14: Willingness to participate in digital health and identity travel programs
% of total respondents
Share vaccination and testing status
through a digital vaccine passport

Share vaccination/testing and biographical
data through digital identity program

Yes

Yes

31

29
79

85
69

No

No

15

Vaccinated
respondents

71

Unvaccinated
respondents

21

Vaccinated
respondents

Unvaccinated
respondents

Note: “Vaccinated respondents” include those already vaccinated or planning to be vaccinated (87% of total respondents).
“Biographic data” refers to information from a passport photo page
Source: Oliver Wyman 2020-2021 Traveler Sentiment Survey
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BACK TO THE FUTURE
At present, travel is still being buffeted by the slow pace of vaccinations, infection surges due
to new COVID-19 variants, and uneven government policies regarding travel restrictions. While
this situation continues, we expect travelers to remain somewhat risk averse and to make
decisions about travel on short notice to take advantage of the latest pandemic information.
The strenuous efforts on the part of the travel industry to focus on customer health and
safety do appear to be paying off, but international travel will only see gains when burdens
from government restrictions and testing requirements lessen. Travel providers will need
to continue to stress communication with their customers — and will need to be ready for
relatively quick changes in near-term demand. Offering customers easier and short-notice
cancellation, rebooking, and change of destination options could be of benefit to travelers
and help cement customer loyalty — particularly as core travel demographics change.
Oliver Wyman’s three surveys and more than a year of charting traveler sentiments during
the pandemic has revealed shifts in travel that will be both fleeting and enduring. On the
one hand, the waiting world is looking forward to resuming much of its former travel, once it
is safe to do so. On the other, not all facets of the travel market will recover equally well, and
travel habits may never be quite the same.

ABOUT THE SURVEY
The traveler sentiment survey (Edition 3) was administered to a nationally representative sample of the
population by using profiled data and confirming demographic data within the survey. Quota caps were
monitored and adjusted live during fielding to achieve demographic representation. Respondents took
one or more roundtrip flights in 2019 and frequent traveler respondents took four or more roundtrip
flights in 2019. The survey was conducted in June 2021 and involved nearly 5,300 total respondents
across nine countries (United States, United Kingdom, Canada, Germany, France, Spain, Italy, Australia,
and China). 52% of respondents were airline loyalty program members and 40% were hotel loyalty
program members.
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Oliver Wyman is a global leader in management consulting with offices in 60+ cities across 31 countries.
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Our track record of helping clients successfully transform their businesses — by designing and launching
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