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The Best Way

Airfares get more complica

By ScoTT MCCARTNEY

It may be time to try new ways to search
for the best fare.

The booking side of travel is in a state of
upheaval. Like airlines, air-ticket sellers are
consolidating. Expedia has already swallowed
up Travelocity, and a deal to acquire Orbitz

is likely to be completed later this year. Like

other areas of online shopping, new entrants
with new capabilities and new promlses are
poppmg up. And search glant Google is rock-
ing the industry by acquiring a leading reser-
vation technology firm and launchmg a pow-
erful flight-search site.
All this change means you can get more

information about particular flights and add-
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on fees, but probably not a cheaper fare. . .
Airlines set the prices for their tickets. To
assemble one fare, a booking system has to.
put together airline schedules with fares that
are filed several times a day and then check
availability. Some search engines find combi-
nations of flights that prodnce a lower fare
than others quote—pairing flights together

from competing airlines, or even connections .

that airlines themselves didn’t find in giant
reservation-system schedules.

“What you think is the lowest fare de-
pends on who's doing the asking,” says Steve
Hafner, chief executive at meta-search site

Kayak, which is owned by the Priceline
Group.

New trends, like fares that don’t include

seat a531gnments or higher-priced tickets
that bundle in a free checked bag, early
boarding, extra legroom or other amenities,
also cloud what’s really the best deal. Fees
charged by some booking sites can also con-
fuse shoppers. CheapOair and OneTravel
have booking fees as high as $28 a person
that they bake into the fare.

And sometimes the fares quoted really
are too good to be true. Sites may have price
quotes out of date by a few minutes or even
a couple of hours—they store up prices so
they can answer customer queries very
quickly, while others take slightly more time
to check prices in real time with airlines.
Click on a cached fare quote that’s changed
and yowll get a frustrating and seemingly

The Ticket That Flew Away

e deal online can sometimes turn out more difficult than it first appears. Here's how four sample searches* went wrong:

MICROSOFT'S BING search
_ :.59! Chlcago Buenos Aires

R ULTS,'Sest an
$1,1310n Aemmexicothrough
“Mexico City.

oo S

CLICK: Sends you to Priceline.
com to book.

RESULTS: ‘Due to constantly
changing availability, the price
for this itinerary has increased.
The new price is shown below:
$1,584!

REASON: Likely a cached fare
that hadn't been updated with
_ Aeromexico.

cheap(lair’

CHEAPOAIR search for
~ Chicago-Miami round trig

[\\ CLICK: CheapOair has

20l changed my travel dates to
June 2 with a return June 5,
turning an eight-day trip into
a four-day trip.

REASON: In small print it says
‘This is a flexible date
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ted with Expedia’s mergers and Google’s quiet entry into the fray; a state of upheaval,

suspicious message saying, “Oops, the price
has gone up.”

Kayak checks price quotes in real time
when the query is made, when someone
clicks on a particular flight and when you
click to go to a site to book. And 5% of the
price quotes turn out to be wrong, Mr. Haf-
ner says.

More than 30% of airline bookings are
made through airline websites. Online travel
agencies account for 15% to 20%, according
to Atmosphere Research Group, a travel re-
search and consulting company. The rest
come through travel agencies—mostly busi-
ness-travel bookings.

Liz Browning of Seattle books 15 to 20

Please see AIRFARES page D3

mamenéa

MOMONDO search for
New York-Lgn

CLICK: Momondo sends youto
student Universe, a discount
travel site that says some prod-
ucts and benefits are restricted to
enrolled students and faculty with
an .edu email address.

REASON: This fare is restricted
to students and faculty.
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The Wacky Water Event at the
Spring Rally in March at Mount
Peter Ski'and Ride, Warwick, N.Y.

The biggest industry myth:

Most wealth managers
actually manage money.




Thinking Inside the Box
Jim Thompson and the glass cube that tops his four-story modern home in Chicago’s Lincoln Park neighborhood.

ago as executive vice president ana airec-
tor of client services at Chicago advertis-
ing firm Leo Burnett USA, where his ac-
counts included United Airlines, Hallmark
and Oldsmobile. Now, he invests in and
advises several startups and writes short
stories. He turned one story into a screen-
play for a 15-minute short currently being
shopped to film festivals. 1

Mr. Thompson does a lot of his writing
on a laptop in the sparely decorated cube.
The back wall is painted off-white, and
the sparse furnishings include a small side
table and two Wassily chairs in chocolate-
colored leather. *I can bring anything |
want up there, but | always take it back
down,” Mr. Thompson says.

ILISIIL ail DTIHIVUD IS aiu s we
however. He keeps Johnnie Walke
and Grey Goose vodka in the roor
wet bar for visitors, as well as cic
nice nights, they can step outside
adjoining deck.

Even among the home’s other
like a bathroom with a mirror the
design, shattered, the cube is a h
when he shows visitors around, A
Thompson says.

"There's a dozen different kind
we get around here,” he says of 1
changing clouds and multicolored
and sunrises. "It's really beautiful.
of like living in an art museum.”

—Erin Geig
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flights a year for multiple fam-
ily members on different air-
lines. She prefers the one-stop,
do-it-yourself convenience of

_online travel
' THE MIDDLE agencies. She
SEAT was a fan of
e — Expedia fOl'
years but

lately has grown frustrated
with its services. Travelocity
and Orbitz don’t look like al-
ternatives because of mergers.
“] feel like I don’t have any-
where to go,” she says.

Expedia bombarded her
with unwanted pop-ups and
solicitations. She finally felt
compelled to call the company
to opt out. It took three calls
and several hours. Expedia also
isn’t able to consistently get
her Known Traveler number
into her airline record, so she
says she doesn’t get Transpor-
tation Security Administration
PreCheck privileges.

Expedia says customers can
opt out of email solicitations
by changing preferences in ac-
count information and
shouldn’t have to call. Senior
Vice President Greg Schulze
says that through testing, Ex-
pedia decided that pop-up ads
“will only appear a limited
number of times.” The ability
to add Known Traveler num-
bers to profiles is a recent ad-
dition and once in an Expedia
customer’s profile, Expedia
sends the information to air-
lines with each booking.

Mr. Schulze says Expedia
had been providing search
technology to Travelocity since
2013, but the company has
kept different features on the
sites. He said it’s too early to
comment on plans for Orbitz.

While booking sites have
been consolidating, search
sites have been proliferating.
Players range from giants, like
Microsoft and its Bing search
site, to garage-type startups
like Momondo, launched by a
small group of Danish develop-
ers and now backed by a Bos-
ton private-equity firm.

Google Flights doesn’t sell
tickets. It’s a search site but
not an online travel agency. It
is making a splash in the in-
dustry by giving shoppers
loads of information about
flights in easy-to-use ways.

So far, Google hasn’t pro-
moted it. You can find it at
google.com/flights or by run-

ning a Google search for a trip,

such as “flight from Boston to
Cleveland on April 15.”
When you do find it, you'll

see it doesn’t look or run like
other search sites. Put in your

cities and dates and it auto-
matically lists options. Google
Flights shows what it calls
cheapest, fastest and best itin-
eraries. Using data from Route-
happy, which provides data on
airline amenities, Google
Flights shows which flights
have Wi-Fi} on-demand video
and other amenities, what the
average legroom is for the
coach cabin on each plane and
whether the flight has a bad
track record of delays greater
than 30 minutes.

With Google’s mapping
technology, a Google Flights
search shows the lowest price
at alternative airports on a
map, so you can tell exactly
how far Manchester, England,
is from London, for example.
The calendar for picking travel
dates shows prices on each
day, and clicking on the map
shows a handy bar chart of
prices so you can easily com-

pare dates.

Like Kayak, Google can pair
flights from different airlines
into a single round-trip itiner-
ary—an advantage over just
shopping airline websites.

Google lacks many direct
links to booking tickets. In
some cases Google Flights of-
fers the very 1990s advice of
calling the airline to book, and
builds in the typical $25 tele-
phone booking fee.

Sometimes it gives just
plain bad booking advice. It
finds trips on multiple airlines
that are competitors instead of
partners, but those often have
to be booked by online travel
agencies, not airlines. For a
trip departing on American
and returning on Delta, Google
Flights linked to American’s
website for booking. When you
go there, yow're greeted by red
letters saying, “Check below
for errors.”

Another glitch: With some
airlines—JetBlue, for exam-
ple—Google Flights can send
you to the generic home page
after a search without input-
ting your itinerary. Then you -
have to re-enter your dates
and times again for the flights
you wanted. A spokeswoman
declined to comment on ques-
tions about Google Flights.
Google is “continuing to im-
prove the product and underly-
ing technology,” she says.

Many consumers believe
smart shoppers need to clear
the cache and cookies in their
own computers—elements
merchants store so they recog-
nize you when you return and
tailor advertising and offers to
your interests. The fear is that
if airlines and travel sites
know you go to Cleveland on
Friday afternoons, they may
only show you higher fares to
Cleveland for those flights.

Experts say there’s no evi-

dence of that. There have been
some instances of hotel pricing
being tailored to particular
customers, but not with air-
lines. Airline websites guaran-
tee they have the airline’s low-
est prices, and it’s cheaper for
airlines if consumers book di-
rectly with them rather than
through third parties. If they
discriminated against custom-
ers in pricing, smart shoppers
would find cheaper fares on
other airlines, says David Tos-
sell, vice president of travel
and hospitality at DataArt Inc.,
a technology consulting firm,
and a former Travelocity man-
ager.

“There is a point where
people become price-sensi-
tive,” he says.

Henry Harteveldt, co-
founder of Atmosphere, says
his research has never turned
up airline price discrimination.
Mr. Hafner of Kayak agrees.
Kayak’s deals with carriers
oblige them to give the site the
lowest price, he says.

Best advice for consumers
now: Shop several search sites,
such as Kayak, Google, Hip-
munk or Skyscanner. They are
strong and reliable, but have
different features. See which
ones you like best. Hipmunk
shows options in useful time
bars so you can easily sched-
ule. Skyscanner lets you easily
shop inventory available in
other countries where airlines
may be running specials.

Once you find what you
want, book directly at the air-
line. Booking on the airline
website gives you the best
shot at accurate information
about what you get—or don’t
get—with that fare, plus add-
on fees or buying potential up-
grades. You also stand a better
chance of getting your Known
Traveler number to TSA Pre-
Check if youw're enrolled.

Check the Board for Your Flight Search Status

There’s been major turbulence in the world of online airline reservation searching and booking
consolidation of major players, a plethora of new entrants and the emergence of heavyweight
Flights. Here's a status update on some of your options for researching fares and flights.

Sites wher you can book tickets

Expedia Like airlines, consolidating rivals.

Travelocity Identical to Expedia.

Orbitz Deal pending to fold into Expedia.

Priceline Expedia’s competitor in the booking sites. It and Expedia good for booking pi
CheapOair Not so cheapo $28 fee.

OneTravel Same company as CheapoAir. Same fee.

Sites that search multiple sites and send you elsewhere to book

Kayak 0ld reliable.

Google Flights Great data, easy-to-use, extensive info, but still some glitches.

Hipmunk Great display, but some glitches finding flights.

Skyscanner Good data: can book fares offered in different countries.

TripAdvisor Reviews can be helpful with hotels, not so much for airlines.

Hopper Great data and advice on when to buy, which price is good.

Momondo Great data, but who wants to sort through two pages of Student Universe |
Vayama Specializes in international travel, but limited, such as no option for nearby ¢
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Qur extremely durable Sunburst Coco Mar features a
sculpted pattern of densely woven coir fibers that devour
dirt and stand up to heavy foot eraffic. Skid-resistant
rubber backing holds it in place.

Try it risk-free. If you're not delighted,
return it for an easy refund.

30" x 48" Sunburst Coco Mat
Item #140121

36" x 72" Sunburst Coco Mat
Item #140122 | $119.50

To order, visit frontgate.com/WS or call 800-626-6488.
Enter code TAE] at checkout to receive free shipping.
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* Excludes truck delivery, in-home delivery, and expedited shipments.
This offer cannot be combined with any other promotion.
Ofter valid through April 8, 2015 at 11:59 p.m. EST within the contiguous U.S.
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