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or situations are [dealt with] in person.”
Certainly some agencies like to retain an
offioffice presence even if many of their ce presence – even if mmany of theirfifi
clientn s live too far away to be ablee to visit in 
person. As HHenningsson explains, “We have 
clients from all over Sweden, so it’s only a 
few who we mmeett inn person – maybe five fi
perpe  cecent.n  Buut It I st stilli  tht inkn  itt’s good td to ho have a  a
plaplace e whewhere re ststudene ts ts cancan memeet et us us in in perpersonson. 
It I givgives es a ma moreore pr profeof ssissionao l iimprmp essessionion. 
EveEven in if tf the he stustudende ts boobook ok onlinline,ne,” s” she he addadds, s
“th“t ey ey wanwant tt to ko knownow th thatat thethere r are ‘reale  
perpersonsons’ s’ thathat tt theyh  can cconttact if something
happpenp s and they needd help.”
 OnO  the otheh r hr and, “WhiW le e face-to-face 
contact with ouo r clients is nice, we do not 
see it as a a disadvantageg  not to have [this] 
witw h mosts  of our clients,” stresses Witttig.
This is not to say that the personal touchu  
is s nott va lued. Far from it.t  Regardledless ss of o
whether or r not thehey have offi ce prpremiem sessese  fi
opeopepen tto the h pubu liclic, many agencn ieses ththat at 
opep ratate oonlin ne areare kek en en to stressss th the e 
concontintinuinuinu g dg desis rabrabiliility ty of of comommunmunicaicatiotion n n
betbee weew n tn themsele vesvve  anand td td theiheir cr clielientsnts. . 
ForFor He HeHenninningsngssons , p, p, phonone ce onvonversersatiationsons
andand ememailai  coc mmumm nicniccatiiat on on reprepresresentent an an 
impmportortttantantana  el e emeemem nt nt in in thethe ag agencency’sy’sy’s se seservirvirvice ce ccc
to to o thethet ir ir cliclientents. s. “Co“Coommummunicnicatiation on onon is is iss stistististis ll ll ll keykeykeykeykeykey,” ,” ,,” 
agrgrreeseesee  Sl SlSlSS ocuocuoc m. m. “Th“Thhe ae ae ae ververerageagegegeage pa papapapapap rtirtirtittirticipccipcipcicipantantantan  
comcommunmunnicacaaatestesestese  wi wi wiwith th hth th ourourourou  of ofof offififififi cececece th th th threereereereee-to-to-to-to-fo-fo-fo-four urur rfififififi
timtimees eses e pripripriprior or or or toto to to booboobooookinkinkikinng.”g.”g ”g ”g.g
 It ItItttt isisisis issis offof of ofooftenttenttent  be bebbbbe becaucaucaacause se see of of offfofo conconconconconcocc cercercercercernsns nnsns  aboaboaboaboaboabob utut ut ut ututuu

dreddredredredeededereduceucecucecuceuceucuceeuceed cd cd cd ccdd d lielielielieliielieeentnt nttnt nnnt concononconcoconco tactactactactat t tt tt tt tt hathatathh  sosos some meme 
ageageagegageeegeeegag ncincincincincincincincincincncnc es es es sseses seese havhavhavhavavhavh ve he he hhe hhe hheldeldeldeldddeldd baba babbab ck ck frofrororoom m mm

10011001000000100100101101  pepepe pepepepeepe pep r cr cr cr ccr r ententententtene  co co cococcocommimmimmimmimimmmmimmm tmetmetmetmetmentnt n
to to ooooto tottttt onlonlonlonnlonoonono ineineiineineineneiine sy sy sysy syysysss stestestestesteetesss ms.msmsmsms.ms.ms. 
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Many agencies have been providing online booking facilities
for at least a decade, and in that time the numbers using
the service have grown steadily In Sweden SI Språkresorthe service have grown steadily. In Sweden, SI Språkresor 

estimates that around 606  per cent of its students now book online,
with another 30 per cent applying by phone and most of the
remainder by post. Only a sa mall number nown  book in perrson at their
offifi ce, according to head student advisor, Sofififi  a Henningsson.fi
 The Ue S-bS-based Natia onal Regieg strs atiationon Cenenterer for Studtudy AAbror ad ad
(NR(NRCSACSA) sstartartedted taakinking og onlinline ne boobookinkings s in SepSeptememberber 20000,00, an and d
todtoday,a  rereporports ts SteStephephen Wn Wittit ig,g  apapproproximximateately y 85 85 perpe  ce cent nt of of cliclientents s
boobook ok onlinline.n It It iss a  a simsimilailar sstortory ay t tt he he AmeAmerisrispanpan ag agencen y. y FouFoundended 
in in thethe US USA iA in 1 1993993, i, ts firsrst wt websebsitete we went nt livl e iin 1n 99699 . “ButBu  wewe st s illill fifi
reqrequiruired ed peopeopleple to to pr printint anand fd fax ax or o maima l tl theiheir ar applpplicaicatiotions,ns,” r” recaecallslls 
DirDirectectoror ofof MarMarketketinging, J, Johnohn SlSlocuocumm. TheThenn, inin 1991998, 8, thethe co compampanyny 
began accepting online bookings via credit card. Today, says Slocuo m, 
more than 75 per cent book online.
 Some among ng their numnumber are happy to book wiwithot ut t anyny prior 
communication between themselves and the ae gency.y  FiF gurg es quotedt  
vary between five per cent of online applicaatiot ns s in the case of SIfi
Språkresor, to something beloww 15 per centent in thhe casee of AmA erie spaspan, 
while in the case of the purelre y oy onlin ne e commpany, , GoLearearnTo, 95 per e
cent book without anya  prp ioro  interaction wiw th the agenccy. “ThT is,”
explains SpoSpokesesperpersonson, V, Vanenessa LeL nssns en, “is largelyely due te o the fact 
thahat we haveave cocomprmpreheehensis ve v infnformor atiion onlinee, in an en asyasy-to-to-us-use e
forormat, wwith anan eaeasy-y-to-to-navnavigagate te boob king eg eengig ne.ne ”
 ItIt mamay by be te thatat ththe eeasease ofof ononlinne bbooko ingg attracts clc iennts t whowho arare 
shyshyyyy ofof pe persorsonalna  co contantact, oror ti t me-me poop r, andaand inn tht at waywa  may ay ctuctually y
expexpandandd ththe me mmarkarket.et. HoHowevwe er,er, de despisp te t thethee mamamany n advadvantntageages os f of nliine e
pror visvisionionn, s, someomemm  in in ththe ie ndundun strry still rrretaetain doudodo btsbtsbt  ab aboutout whwhethethethe er r
thethethe seseervirvrv ce ce cce to tototo cliclcliclientententen s cs can anan n be bee as sas gooogood ad ad s tthathhat whwhw ichichh isissss ofofofoffferfered ed in in
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Online action
The Internet now plays a major role in business, and most language travel 
agencies have a strong web presence. Competition from purely web-based 
agencies is leading many traditional operators to add Internet booking and 
payment facilities to their existing web-based information service. JANE VERNON

SMITH reports on this growing trend. 
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agencyncy, U, Uhakhak.co.com, m, forfor exexampample,le, onononlinlinline e ee
booking wwas as madmade ae avaiv labble le appapproxroximamamateltelely y 
10 years agogo. H. Howeoweverver, t, the he comcompanpany hy has asas notnotnott 
actively promoted it it untuntilil recrecentently,y, resulultintingg 
in an a average online uptptakeake of of le less ss thathan n
10 per cent, according to tthe he comcompanpany’sy’s
regional manager for the USA and CanCanadaada, ,
Julia Hong. “WeW  feel initial communicattionn 
with students is crucial for understandiing
their needs andand fi nding the right school fifi t,” fi
she explains. However, having acquired the 
patent for a compreheh nsive support system
for study abroad informatiot n and d processing,
the company is now eager to build its online
business. “We are quite positive that the 
growth of our online business through use of 
our new patented system will be well worth 
the wait,” comments Hong.

Even somme purely onlinei  agencies have 
proved cautious about committing to a a
wholly online booking systeem. m Currently,
Worlds Best Language Schools.com 
corrresponds with clients, and builds a 
rapport, viaa email. Then, once the options 
have been discussed and n worked through, 
it offers to send an application form [to t a
partner school]. As Spokesperson, Warwick 
White, explains, “[Clients] often don’t know
all the possible choices, so we can help them 

wworwork ok ook out ututut whawhawhawh t it it s bs bs bs bestestestest fo fo fo for trr tr themhemm. I. . f wf wf wwe ae ae ae accecceccecceptepteptepted ad ad ad a bo bo bookiokik ng ngng witwitwith nh nh no 
corcorcoo resresessponponponpondendendendence,ce,ce,ce,” h” h” h” he aee ae ddsdd , ““thetheh n wn wn we he he he haveaveaveaven’tn’tn’tn’t pr prpr proviovioviovideddeddedded a a aa googooogooood sd sd erverviceecece  
toto o o ouroourour cl clclclienienienient.”t.”t.”t.”
 HeHeH He ex ex exxplaplaplaplainsinsinsins th th th that at at at hishishis co co cocompampamp ny’ny s vs  vs viewiewiewiew is is is is th th ththat at at at thethethethe sy sy sy systestestestem um um um usedsedsedsed isisisis  
betbetterter th thhan an n jusjusjusjust ht ht ht haviavaviav ng ng ngg an anana onlonon ineine bo bobobookiokiokioking ng ng ng forforforform, m, m,m, andandandand au auauautomtomtomtomatiatiatiaticalcalcalcally ly lyy
recreceiveivinging an an on onnlinlinline be be be booookookookinginginging fr frrom om om om a pa pa pa partartartartialialialially ly lyly infinfinfinformormrmormed ed eded cliclicliclientententent. W. W. W. Whithhithite ee e
notnotes es thathat, t, altalthouhough gh thathathat ht ht ht is isis is comcomcomcompanpanpanpany dy dy dy doesoesoesoes no no nonot ct ct ct urrurrurrurrentententently ly yly useuseuseuse an anana  
onlon ineine bo bookioking ng syssystemtemm, i, it it intentetetendsndsdsds to to toto be be beegingingingin do do dodoingingingin  so so by byby th thhthe ee ee end nddnd of of ff thithitt s sss
yeaar. r “We“We se see ie it at as as a bebenefinefit, t, al althothoughughugh we wewe ara ara e we worrorriediedede  [t [t[thathat] f] ffor or somsome efifi
clients is it mt may ay loslose te the he perpersonsonal al toutouch.ch. We WeW  do don’tn’t wa want nt to to becbecomeomem  ju just st
an online bookiking ng facfactortory,”y,” he he em emphaphasissises,es, “b “but ut wanwant tt to ao alwalways ys be be in in 
personal touch with oh our ur cliclientents.”s.”
 Online payment is offtenten re regargardedded as as a  a loglogicaal al accoc mpamp nimnimentent 
to online booking, and wd ith it, very ofoftenten anan on onlinline oe rded r ddiscs ounount. 
In the broader commercial context, cconssumeumer dr disciscounounts ts forfo  ono linline e
purchasing feature 
widely, and have, 
indeed, come to be 
expected. However, 
use of this particular 
incentive would 
appear to be less popular in the languaage g travel context, where, as 
notno ed above, rather more interaction generally takes place between 
the coompany and the client prior to purchase than is the case 
elsel ewhere. At GoLearnto, such discounting is felt to be unnecessary. 
“We are offeering a good online service, good quality schools, and
courses which people are prepared to pay ffor,” comments Lenssene ,
“and d iscounts only serve te o devalue the service when you are a pure 
online agency.” 

“Commmuunin catition iis s ststilill l kekey.y. T Thehe aaveraragege  
pap rticipant commm unicateses wwitith h ouour r ofoffifice efififi
three-to-four timees prior to bbooookikingng””
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 On On O O e ae ae ae agengengenge cy cycy cy thathathathat dt dt dt doesoesoesoes, h, h, h, howeoweoweoweverververver, o, o, o offeffeffeffer ar ar ar an on on on onlinlinlinline nene ne booboobooookinking dg g discisccounounu t t
is is s wwwwwwwwwwww.lala.laangungungunguageageageagecoucoucoucourserserserse.ne.ne.ne.net. t. t. t. At At At At thithithithis ws ws ws websebsebsebsiteiteiteite, s, s, s studtudtudtudentententents cs cs cs an an ana obtobtainain  
a fia fi veve pe per cr cr centententt di di discoscoscoscountuntuntunt of of of off tf tf tf the he he he pubpubpubpublislislislishedhedhedhed coco co coursursursurse fe fe fe feeseeseesees of ofo of th tththeireir fifi
chochosensen scschoohool. l. LanLanguaguage ge schschschoooolools ts ts themhemhemhemselselselse vesvesvesves, a, a, a, althlthlththougougougough uh uh unafnaffecectedtedd 
fi nancinciallally, y, havhave me mixeixed vd viewiews as aboubout tt the he prapractictiice.ce. Ka KaKathetherinrine Ae Allillin on f fi
International House, Nicice, e in n FraFrancence is is un unconconcercernedned: “: “I uI undenderststandand itit
can create probleeate problems with other agencies, but, tot be be ho honesnest, t, it it doedoes s 
not concern me,” she says. Bernhars Bernhardt Frreide l, Director of the language 
school, Horizonte, in Germany, concurs: “We do not suWe do not support this
system, but, on the other hand, we do not hinder them from doing oing
it.” However, Bian of Mandarin House is less happy. “We try not to
work with this type of agent,” she states.
 As the nature of a language travel programme is very different
from a standard retail purchase, instant online payment (with or 
without discount) is not critical to the success of online booking, and 
not all agencies offer it. Instead, online clients at SI Språkresor may 
pay by credit card by providing their details on the online application
form – a system which, says Henningsson, works very well.

 There 
are a number
of reasons why
some agencies
that provide online
booking in fact 

hold back from offering online payment. As Lenssen explains, set-up
is very straightforward, but involves obtaining a merchant service
and an online payment processing service. Merchant services are
provided by banks, which charge a rate relative to the risk and the
volume of online payments being processed. A further fee is charged
for payment processing. 
 According to Lenssen, it can be tough to get a merchant service
with a bank, and those that can’t get a merchant number or a 
good rate can use either PayPal credit card services or WorldPay.
However, she warns, “Their fees are high, and when you do get
higher volumes over time, you won’t easily be able to transfer to
a bank, as you can’t take your payment history with you.” She
continues, “Whatever you choose, you still need to integrate a 
payment solution online, picking up accommodation and any extras
as well. Most processing systems have one you can use, or you can 
build your own.” Not all systems are as fl exible as may be desirable fl
– for example, can clients search for their outstanding balance and 
print invoices? – so it is worth looking carefully at all the options. 
 The same caveat applies to online booking systems. Set-up can
be expensive, but costs and systems vary considerably. “We have 

spepesp nt a fa few ew hundredred td houousansand Sd Swiswiss Fs Francs 
on onn thith s, s, andand arare se tili l spenpendinding,”g,” re reveav ls 
ClaClaudiud o Co Cesaesaranano, o, ManManagiaging ng DirD ector of 
SwiSw ss ss ageagencyncy, g, globlobo-so-studtudy Sy prachreisen.e  
“Ye“Yes, s, thethere re areare ch cheapeaper, and, yes, there 
areare mo more re expexpensensivive options. We have the
syssystemtem whwhiich is covering our specific needs, fi
and developed for us,” he affirms. fi
 Amerispaan’s system was s also custom-
designed for their precicise needs. AsA  Slocum
explains, “We have “We havee several platfof rmss, 
[which] verify and process the credit cathe credit card 
transaction automatically. The first model is fi
less automated, and we use [this] for some
of our more customisable/complicated
products. The second is what we call the 
automated application, which calculates 
dates [and] costs and is somewhat idiot-
proof.” He explains that the automated
version is also set up to automatically add all
the information to the reservation system. 
“Neither is…too expensive to set up,” he
says, “but the automated version requires a
large amount of time or man hours, because 
so many dates and prices need to be entered 
to make sure that the automated application 
works… We did it that way because 
we wanted to continue to market our
programmes the same way we have in years 
past.” He adds, “Most of our competitors
have you selecting a destination, type of
course, number of weeks, lodging type, etc.
That seems nice, but we prefer being able to 
easily show comparative prices.”

At GoLearnTo, which operates entirely
online, Lenssen comments, “I fi rmly believefi
you can’t skimp on these things. There are
cheaper options, which most agencies have,
such as email booking forms, but this is not
a long-term strategy. It is,” she adds, “a
significant investment if you develop full end-fi
to-end booking functionality, but, with over
40 per cent of all travel transactions online 
and growing, it’s the only way to go.”

 Most agents, too, appear to have gauged 24 hours 
as a reasonable response time. However, as Stephen 
Wittig of US agency, NRCSA, points out, some pro-
grammes take longer than this to confi rm. For Claudio 
Cesarano of Swiss agency, globo-study Sprachreisen, 
speed is one of the most important issues. For this 
reason, his own company’s policy is to confi rm 
within 24 hours. However, he notes that the time it 
typically takes for schools to confi rm a reservation to 
the agency varies considerably from one to another. 
At World’s Best Language Schools.com, an online 
agency, spokesperson Warwick White notes that in 
order to adhere to fast confi rmation times, his agency 
has been forced to “drop” one school. “They were a 
good school, but they took too long to confi rm, which 
upset clients,” he adds.
 However, speed of confi rmation is generally not 
a problem, he underlines, since the agency has an 

agreement with most of its school partners allow-
ing it to confi rm bookings without prior checking of 
availability, except where the school has notifi ed that 
a course is getting really busy and may become full. 
“Normally, we confi rm the same weekday, ie within 
24 hours [on] weekdays, although we say 48 hours, 
unless it is the busy period or a specifi c course with 
pre-requirements.”
 For Vanessa Lenssen of online agency, GoLearnTo, 
only instant confi rmation of a course booking is good 
enough. “This is increasingly important in a society 
that demands instant gratifi cation. If you have to wait 
for confi rmation, most people will think twice before 
booking online. You don’t have to wait to book a hotel 
or airline seat,” she points out, “so why wait to book 
a language course? The industry sector needs to fi nd 
ways to meet the increasingly demanding needs of 
consumers,” she underlines.

Speedy response

One ancillary benefi t to emerge from the growth of 
web business is enhanced speed of booking confi r-
mation for clients. Although online booking does not 
necessarily in itself speed up the process of confi rma-
tion, the ease of instant communication does increase 
the pressure on schools to be able to respond more 
quickly to potential students than in the past. Accord-
ing to Katherine Allin of International House in France, 
booking confi rmation of courses “has to take place 
within 24 hours”. She adds that “online booking has 
improved the speed of this process and clients expect 
a faster and more effi cient service when they book a 
course.” This is especially the case, as Margret Fort-
mann of Spanish language school, Escuela Montalbán 
highlights, for language destinations with low-cost 
fl ight connections.

“Instant online payment is not critical to 
the success of online booking and not all 
agencies offer it”
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