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AbstractAbstractAbstractAbstract    
The Open Travel Alliance (OTA) was created less than two years ago as a 
means for creating a set of standards for the hospitality and travel 
industries. Their first deliverable is an XML-based specification that 
covers the various needs of airline, hotel, car, and entertainment 
facilities. And two organizations, Viata and Outrigger Hotels, are making 
the most of their commitment to open standards in the hospitality 
industries by adopting OTA. 
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A Travel Industry Standard: OTAA Travel Industry Standard: OTAA Travel Industry Standard: OTAA Travel Industry Standard: OTA    
 

The hospitality and travel industries are undergoing rapid change in this wired era, and XML is 
helping along the way. While data formats and standards have long been a staple of the 
airline, hotel, and car rental organizations, never before have these various components of 
the travel industry gotten together and agreed on one common format. Evolving from the 
continuing work and effort of the Hospitality Industry Technology Integration Standards 
(HITIS), the Open Travel Alliance (OTA) aims to solve this critical problem. And two 
organizations, Viata and Outrigger Hotels, are making the most of their commitment to open 
standards in the hospitality industries by adopting OTA. 
 
The OTA was created less than two years ago as a means for creating a set of standards for 
the hospitality and travel industries. Their first deliverable is an XML-based specification that 
covers the various needs of airline, hotel, car, and entertainment facilities. The OTA effort is 
an outgrowth of work that has been going on for many years in HITIS. HITIS was mainly 
focused on the development of standard specifications for internal processes such as Point of 
Sale (POS), reservation, and Property Management Systems (PMS). However, HITIS was not 
really focused on standardizing systems to communicate externally with other properties, 
suppliers, partners, and customers. As such, HITIS focused “inside the property” and the OTA 
was created to solve the needs of standardizing “outside the property”. Launched at first 
independently of HITIS, OTA soon merged with the HITIS effort as the latter organization 
began to consider XML as a means for its internal specifications.  
 
The first year of OTA specifications extended the HITIS standards and delivered a handful of 
transactions that had been partially defined as part of HITIS. However, in the past few 
months, OTA has been very active in the development of industry-specific vocabularies that 
can give industry players as well as tools and software vendors the opportunity to create 
solutions based on the OTA approach. 
  

OTA DetailsOTA DetailsOTA DetailsOTA Details    
 
OTA is broken into four different industries: hotel, car, air, and infrastructure. Each industry 
group is defining transactions that are unique to their industry, and the infrastructure group is 
trying to define the elements that all these industries share in common. While all groups are 
operating under the auspices of OTA, in reality each industry group is working independently 
and progressing at their own rate. In the hotel industry group, most of the major hotels and 
chains are represented: Cendant, Bass, Marriott, Sheraton, Hilton, and many others. A few of 
these chains, such as Cendant and Bass, had people assigned to HITIS group prior to their 
involvement in OTA. So, many of these firms had a vested interest in continued standards 
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development. All of the participants in the hotel group are very active, making substantial 
progress on the development of various hotel industry vocabulary and messages. The group 
meets face-to-face at least three or four times per year in addition to numerous conference 
calls between meetings.  
 
The OTA specification is a message-oriented protocol that specifies requests and responses 
for various industry-specific actions. Major features in the hotel portion of the OTA 
specification include the ability to create, modify, and cancel reservations, create and pass 
rate information, detailed and complete rate structures, booking rules, price availability and 
applicability, room and property availability, and requests for generic availability within a 
certain geographic area across multiple properties. 
  
The latest OTA version, v4.0, is an integration of HITIS into OTA. The end result will be that 
continued development will be under the watch of OTA, rather than HITIS, and most likely only 
OTA will exist of the two organizations in the long run.  
 

Work with Other Standards GroupsWork with Other Standards GroupsWork with Other Standards GroupsWork with Other Standards Groups    
 
There is continual discussion within the group about how OTA can interact with other 
standards efforts, and identify how other standards groups and industries are defining similar 
vocabularies. However, it seems that getting the various industry groups within OTA to 
communicate and converge their standards efforts is not easy either. One of the big issues 
within OTA is getting internal agreement, never mind competing standards, on vocabulary and 
processes amongst the air, hotel, car, and related industries. To solve this issue, there are big 
efforts within OTA to normalize what each of the groups are producing, and to assure a level 
of cohesiveness throughout all the specifications. Currently, OTA has not integrated with other 
standards efforts, but as internal agreement occurs, there is no doubt that the organization 
will look to other standards groups to integrate, converge, and/or leverage their efforts.  
  
On other fronts, however, OTA is working well with other standards groups. The organization is 
looking to tie itself more closely with the ebXML specification as a means for transporting 
industry messages in a standard manner. The infrastructure committee within the OTA is 
planning to use ebXML as a transport layer, wrapping their OTA messages within MIME 
wrappers as a means for transporting, routing, and packaging industry messages. 

 
One Company’s Experience: ViataOne Company’s Experience: ViataOne Company’s Experience: ViataOne Company’s Experience: Viata    
  

One of the many companies making use of the OTA specification is Viata, a software 
development company and Application Service Provider that provides back-office reservations 
and software for the travel industry. Their customers are service wholesalers and hotels as 
well as charter airlines. One of their main Hawaiian-based hotel customers is Outrigger Hotels 
and Resorts. Outrigger is an OTA working group member and uses XML as a means for 
communication with their reservation and property management systems. Since Viata 
produces a reservation system called “EZREZ” that needs to integrate with a hotel’s 
reservation systems, the need arose for use of an XML-based standard. The main issue is that 
wholesalers sell Outrigger hotel rooms, and hardly any of these sales are computerized. The 
Viata application gives wholesaler and Outrigger increased efficiency for how they book and 
complete reservations by leveraging an XML-based message exchange. 
  
Viata is using the OTA specification for its integration work with Outrigger, but also uses a 
number of other XML formats, some proprietary, for its communications with other hotel 
chains. Since their customers are increasingly pushing standards, OTA has risen to the top of 
their implementation specifications. However, they have implemented OTA in a somewhat 
proprietary manner by extending it with the tags necessary to meet their business 
requirements.  
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Viata’s position is that they customize each implementation for their clients. If it would be too 
time and cost-intensive for their customers to adopt OTA, then they won’t push the format. 
Even though Viata admits that it would make their lives easier if they could have one interface 
for every application and customer, they are finding that their customers have to develop a 
connector for OTA to be integrated to their back-end systems. So, should the integration 
format be OTA or something else? Each hotel or travel agency has to decide on its own, and 
Viata will simply implement their needs. They simply see XML as a connector to their 
customer’s systems. The customer determines the specific flavor of XML. 
  

Viata’s Customer: OutriggerViata’s Customer: OutriggerViata’s Customer: OutriggerViata’s Customer: Outrigger    
 
On the other hand, their customer Outrigger is aggressively adopting and supporting the OTA 
standard. As a member of OTA, Outrigger is very involved with the standards definition and 
approval process. They have implemented the standard internally up to version “2001c”.  
Outrigger cites two main reasons for their involvement with the OTA specification. First of all, 
Outrigger believes that the hospitality industry needs standards for business-to-business 
exchange of information, and XML seems like an advantageous means for accomplishing this 
goal. The second major reason is that they are implementing a project that utilizes XML 
communications as a means to integrate their web site and back-end, internal systems for 
online reservation and confirmation information. While they could have created their own 
XML-based format, they chose to use a preliminary version of the OTA specification to 
accomplish their goals. They chose an approach that allowed them to gain practical 
experience in implementing the OTA specification so they could see its strengths, 
weaknesses, and challenges, and use this information to make the specification even better. 
  
Most large hotel chains have left many of the XML integration and specification decisions up 
to the individual properties, but Outrigger has taken a global, corporate approach with the OTA 
specification. All of their communications are mandated to use the OTA spec wherever 
possible. As a result, the Viata implementation is a pure OTA-based communication with their 
central reservation system, and all their conversations with suppliers are stressed to utilize 
the OTA specification. 
  
Outrigger believes that the OTA specification is going to be a work-in-progress for a good 
amount of time, lasting perhaps greater than two years. In a few years, the specification will 
meet 90% of the needs of the various hospitality and travel industries, and then will go into a 
phase where it will be maintained as needs change and new requirements emerge in the 
industry. This will no doubt result in additional or modified tags and other changes for the 
specification. However, this long time frame and constant change shouldn’t discourage 
industry participation, since Outrigger believes that there is a very strong hunger and desire in 
hospitality industry for standards. Even if OTA is released only half-designed and incomplete, 
they believe it will be adopted, even in its stage of infancy. The hospitality and travel 
industries are very competitive, and those that don’t adopt a growing standard will be at a 
disadvantage due to their need to support one-off interfaces. 
  
The Outrigger implementation of OTA also serves as a good measure of how much effort it 
takes to implement such a standards effort. They began work on their system in November 
2000 and finished implementation of their web site integration in July 2001. In their opinion, 
the seven-to-eight month implementation was more arduous than would be typical, since they 
had to build internal XML infrastructure and web site interfaces from scratch, both of which 
would not be necessary for those with existing infrastructure and interface. In the future, they 
will simply be able to communicate with others who have adopted similar OTA-based 
messages, but for now they have to deal with the top-to-bottom aspects of creating, 
managing, and sending XML messages. Total cost of the system, including all internal 
implementation costs, averaged around $500,000, which is probably average for their size 
organization, but much smaller than would be the case for large hotel chains such as 
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Sheraton. In the process of delivery, they utilized internal resources as well as the services of 
two vendor organizations to complete the task. Because they are a relatively small hotel 
chain, the implementations for large hotel chains such as Bass, Hilton, and Marriott would 
involve a significantly greater amount of complexity, cost, and time to implementation.  
 

Involvement by the Major Hotel ChainsInvolvement by the Major Hotel ChainsInvolvement by the Major Hotel ChainsInvolvement by the Major Hotel Chains    
 
As a point of comparison, Sheraton and other similar hotels that are involved with OTA have 
implemented the specification to various different levels of completion and production. In 
particular, Sheraton thought that much of the OTA specification was overkill for their needs, 
and rolled their own stripped-down, focused XML format for communication with their 
individual properties. Since Sheraton is a big company, part of the larger Starwood 
conglomerate, their presence on the OTA board is really from corporate perspective. In that 
regard, they fully support the need for industry standards and provide corporate support for 
the specification, yet their individual properties have not been mandated to utilize a particular 
standard to the exception of other formats. Viata is working with the Sheraton group in Hawaii 
as opposed to the central corporate offices, and the local group is working directly with Viata 
rather than integrating through central reservation. As such, they are using their own XML 
format rather than using OTA standards. While Sheraton corporate would prefer to use the 
OTA specification, the local group is entitled to use their implementation since they are not 
integrating with the central reservation system, but rather their local Property Management 
System (PMS). In this regard, the local Sheraton property doesn’t have authority to make 
changes to the central reservation system, but they do have authority over their PMS.  
 
Even though these larger hotel chains will be slower to adopt the standard, there is no doubt 
that they are throwing their weight and support behind the effort. Both Bass and Cendant, two 
of the larger hotel chains, have already adopted HITIS standards in some of their central 
reservations interfaces. These organizations would be active in protecting their investments in 
these standards, and would be apt to guide the OTA standard to make it easier to work with 
their existing systems. It is likely that Marriott, Hilton, and other chains will likely follow in their 
shoes.  
 
Despite this backing, the hotels are only using a small subset of the specification. Not all the 
features of OTA are applicable to their internal applications, but it necessary for OTA group to 
take broader picture and establish the requirements for the entire industry. This is a similar 
problem faced by the airline industry group, that has a big investment in existing standards 
and systems that would be made obsolete by the OTA specification. In these cases, adoption 
and usage of the specification will surely be slow going.  
 

Key Conclusions & RecommendationsKey Conclusions & RecommendationsKey Conclusions & RecommendationsKey Conclusions & Recommendations    
 

• OTA is the most prominent of travel industry standards and has a high level of awareness 
and participation. 

• However, OTA is still very new and its adoption levels are still quite low.  
• Organizations looking to create or augment a travel industry specification should look to 

OTA as a starting point, for guidance, or for wholesale adoption. 
 
 
 

-- continued -- 
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Date Founded: 1999 
Funding: Non-profit 
Chair: Mike H. Kistner (Best Western International) 
Specifications: 

• The Open Travel Alliance (OTA) 
Address: 

333 John Carlyle Street, Suite 600 
Alexandria, VA 22314-5743 USA 

URL: www.opentravel.org  
Main Phone:  +1 703-548-5738 
Contacts: 

Laura Parker lparker@viata.com  
Harold Williams hwilliams@viata.com   
Gail Slawson gslawson@viata.com  
Joe Durocher joe.durocher@outrigger.com  

 
 
Related ResearchRelated ResearchRelated ResearchRelated Research    
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About ZapThink, LLCAbout ZapThink, LLCAbout ZapThink, LLCAbout ZapThink, LLC    
 

ZapThink is an IT market intelligence firm that provides trusted advice and critical insight into 
XML, Web Services, and Service Orientation. We provide our target audience of IT vendors, 
service providers and end-users a clear roadmap for standards-based, loosely coupled 
distributed computing – a vision of IT meeting the needs of the agile business. 

ZapThink’s role is to help companies understand these IT products and services in the context 
of SOAs and the vision of Service Orientation. ZapThink provides market intelligence to IT 
vendors who offer XML and Web Services-based products to help them understand their 
competitive landscape and how to communicate their value proposition to their customers 
within the context of Service Orientation, and lay out their product roadmaps for the coming 
wave of Service Orientation. ZapThink also provides implementation intelligence to IT users 
who are seeking guidance and clarity into how to assemble the available products and 
services into a coherent roadmap to Service Orientation. Finally, ZapThink provides demand 
intelligence to IT vendors and service providers who must understand the needs of IT users as 
they follow the roadmap to Service Orientation. 

ZapThink’s senior analysts are widely regarded as the “go to analysts” for XML, Web Services, 
and SOAs by vendors, end-users, and the press. They are in great demand as speakers, and 
have presented at conferences and industry events around the world. They are among the 
most quoted industry analysts in the IT industry. 

ZapThink was founded in October 2000 and is headquartered in Waltham, Massachusetts. Its 
customers include Global 1000 firms, public sector organizations around the world, and many 
emerging businesses. ZapThink Analysts have years of experience in IT as well as research 
and analysis. Its analysts have previously been with such firms as IDC and ChannelWave, and 
have sat on the working group committees for standards bodies such as RosettaNet, UDDI, 
CPExchange, ebXML, EIDX, and CompTIA. 

Call, email, or visit the ZapThink Web site to learn more about how ZapThink can help you to 
better understand how XML and Web Services impact your business or organization. 
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