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‘LICENSED
TO SELL

Should travel planners be certified?
Why the Institute of
Certified Travel Agents
says yes.

What do these agents have in common? (rind out on page 3, o

From left, Californians Lisa Faye Wong, Northbrae Travel Service, Ber

Robin Kelly, The Avenue Travel, Berkeley; Jack Journeay, Dimond Trave



1988, SHERYL SAPRIEL SPENT $25

each month to have her hair styled by a

licensed hairdresser, $500 to have her tax
return prepared by a certified public accountant,
and $1,200 in fees to the licensed real estate broker
who showed her and her husband the apartment
they ultimately rented in Philadelphia. Her largest
expenditure that year (around $2,500), however,
went to the travel agent who arranged her family’s
one-week Caribbean cruise—a professional who,
though competent, was not required to be licensed
or certified to practice her trade.

According to the U.S. Travel Data Center,
Sapriel’s vacation dollars were part of the $313 bil-
lion spent on travel in the U.S. in 1988. Travel was
the third-largest retail industry that year (and many
predict it will become the country’s largest by the
year 2000). Yet, ironically, it’s a
commodity almost anyone
can sell.

“Smaller industries that aren’t always considered
professional have mandatory certification pro-
grams, but the travel industry does not,” observes
H. Wayne Berens, chairman of the Institute of

_ Certified Travel Agents (ICTA), a nonprofit educa-

tional organization in Wellesley, Massachusetts,

- devoted to encouraging professional excellence in

the travel industry. ICTA’s 26-year-old Certified
Travel Counselor (CTC) program is strictly volun-
tary and relatively small-scale.

But in a time when professionalism and sterling
public image rank high on agents’ wish lists, the
question of certification for travel-industry per-
sonnel is particularly timely, and ICTA’s CTC
program stands out as a potential model for the
travel-consulting future. Should uniform training

~ or certification be required for those who sell

travel, as it is in other trades? What
would be the benefits to you and
your clients?

For today’s

travel agents, certification

is an optional status symbeol.

But visionaries at the Institute of

Certified Travel Agents foresee

a stronger, smarter industiry

in which everyone is
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BY DAWN M. BARCLAY

.BERENS BELIEVES THAT
more stringent licensing of travel agents
is inevitable. “Up to now, travel has been an evolving indus-
try, and many professionals have fought against government
intervention,” he says. “But consumers today are more so-
phisticated. They want to feel comfortable and secure working
with travel agents, especially when they keep hearing about
airline and tour-operator bankruptcies. These problems will
be the catalysts toward establishing some type of identifiable
industry standards.”

Such regulation could follow the lead taken by the province
of Ontario, which in 1975, after a series of financial failures in
Canada’s travel industry, established the Travel Industry Act,

a form of consumer protection that re-
quires agents to adhere to certain standards,
though it makes no educational demands. British Columbia
and Quebec have adopted similar legislation. Or regulation
could mimic the example set by West Germany, where agents
must complete a rigorous three-year educational program,
during which they spend two or three days studying tourism in
school and the rest of the week apprenticing with local agents.
Only after the German students pass an exam and receive
diplomas are they allowed to call themselves travel agents.
What little regulation of travel agent eligibility exists in the
U.S. today is on a state level. Rhode Island, for example,
requires prospective agents to pass a 100-question exam that
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~ DIFFERENT STROKES
' Four divergent CTC viewpoints

- By Mary Hopkins

ED KASHI

Woﬂg beheves 1huf CTC cou ework
“should be mandatory for all agents. “It
teaches essential ethical principles, and be-
cause itis such a big commitment—time-wise -
and monetarily—it fosters dedication and
professionalism,” she says. :
In five to 10 years, Wong hopes to be in-
volved in advanced training for travel agents
or possibly working for a travel agent place-
ment firm. But she plans to stay involved in
the CTC program as a study group co-
ordinator no matter what she's doing. "It
takes a lot of my free time, but seeing stu-
dents blossom keeps me going back.”
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covers geography, office management, and
general travel questions, such as duty-free
allowances. Only candidates over 18 who can
provide references attesting their honesty are
permitted to take the $10 test. Or applicants
may pay $5 for a six-month apprentice’s per-
mit that doesn’t require examination. Ohio,
Hawaii, and California are among the other
states that set standards.

During the Carter administration, some
members of Congress, pushing for greater
consumer protection, moved to have the U.S.
Travel and Tourism Administration license
travel agents, says the American Society of
Travel Agents’ (ASTA) vice-president of
government and international affairs, John
Bennison. But after being reviewed by the
Office of Management and Budget, the plan
was shelved. “Leaving enforcement up to the
states reduces federal costs,” Bennison says.

ASTA takes no stand on national licens-
ing, according to Bennison, because in spite
of its desire for high industry standards, it
doesn’t advocate federal-government inter-
ference in small business. “We feel that indi-
vidual chapters are in the best position to
judge the legislative needs of their states and
to determine the best ways to regulate their
trade,” he says. The society will work with
individual chapters to fight for or against
legislation in a particular area and has written
a model bill that the chapter can use, amend,

or rewrite. (Bennison estimates that 20 to 30
-chapters have requested copies of the bill.)

Nor does the Association of Retail Travel
gents ARTA) take a posmon on. natlonal

~ International, the Society of Incentive Travel

registration that would help combat scams.
The group is also pushing for higher travel
agent training standards, and by fall, DePace
hopes to implement a travel school evalua-
tion program.

Those who advocate regulation for agents
in the U.S. say that satisfying all of the inter-
ested parties while establishing reasonable
standards is tough. “Certification would have
to exist on many levels,” says ICTA’s presi-
dent, Judith C. Zacek. “You would need to
decide on the basis for awarding a certificate.
Would you be testing the ability to write tick-
ets or to read a map? The ability to under-
stand a tariff, to manage a reservations
system, or to handle money? One certificate
would have to identify basic skills, another,
something more conceptual.”

Agreement on definitions is but one reason
the travel agent world has not been able to
come to a consensus about mandatory cer-
tification. How to deal with public reaction is
another factor. “On the one hand, travelers
would feel better protected when using
agents,” predicts Berens, “but they might
also find retailers more difficult to negotiate
with. More professional agents, equipped
with better self-esteem and business savvy,
would be more apt to charge fees for their
services, less likely to give away the store to
match the competitor down the street.”

.AT PRESENT, AGENTS WHO
wish to increase their knowledge and
distinguish their credentials must turn to vol-
untary certification programs. Trade organi-
zations as diverse as Meeting Planners




Executives, the National Association of
Business Travel Agents, the Association of
Travel Marketing Executives, and the Na-
tional Tour Association all offer such pro-
grams. For retail sales agents, however,
ICTA’s Certified Travel Counselor program
is widely considered to be the most viable,
progressive, and respectable.

“Rather than a moneymaker for ICTA, it is
a legitimate standard of achievement,” says
Cord Hansen-Sturm of the New School for
Social Research in New York City, whichisa
pioneer of graduate studies in travel and tour-
ism management.

The CTC program, open to all industry
members, is designed to improve travel-man-
agement skills and boost one’s knowledge of
the industry. Candidates are required to mas-
ter a five-part travel management program
and to pass four essay exams within 18
months to three years. They must also write a
lengthy travel-management paper.

ICTA’s curriculum, which has been hailed
as comprehensive by industry leaders, is the
result of a continuing metamorphosis, says
Zacek. “Milton Marks, our past chairman,
and other leaders launched the CTC program
in 1964 because they saw a need for education
and professionalism in travel—a demanding
profession with a glamorous image.” To get
the program off the ground in 1965, ICTA
awarded honorary CTC designations to 470
handpicked “founding members”—agents
who were known for their character, financial
stability, and ethical business dealings.

Then, between 1966 and 1968, ICTA of-
fered a Senior Certification Program. One
hundred fifty travel agents signed up to par-
ticipate. All were screened to ensure that they
had excellent reputations in their commu-
nities before being given a two-hour exam

covering all phases of travel agency manage-
ment. Each also submitted a 2,000-word re-
search paper. In 1969, the CTC program
adopted the training format it follows today
(see “CTC at-a-Glance,” page 14) and was
opened to all members of the industry. Travel
suppliers were limited to receiving a Cer-
tified Travel Associate (CTA) designation in
lieu of a CTC award until 1980, when the two
designations were merged.

ICTA has occasionally been criticized for
its management emphasis. Some complain
the curriculum is more attractive to those
with ambitious career paths than to those
simply interested in selling travel. Counters
founder Milton Marks: “[Management train-
ing] is essential to meet the increased public
demand for professional service incident to
travel and tourism.” Partly to address a
broader constituency, the institute has diver-
sified its curriculum in recent years by offer-
ing two new programs: The Travel Career
Development (TCD) award, which was
started in 1983, goes to entry-level employees
who pass a basic skills course and complete
one year in the industry. The Destination
Specialist (DS) designation, launched in
1988, is awarded to those who have at least
one year of experience and who complete
intensive studies of geographic regions.

TO DATE, ONLY A FRACTION

(around 6 percent) of this country’s
200,000 or so travel agents have invested the
time, money, and effort to earn their CTCs.
Berens and Zacek attribute low enrollment to
three main reasons: the industry’s high turn-
over rate (around 18 months, according to
Zacek), the 10 percent exam-failure rate
(candidates may retake), and the fact that
many ownets don’t financially support front-
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employmeni in the futuré. | kn
wants more of the employees 1o
courses,” he says. “Omega is just growing so
fast right now, they can’t seem to find enough
agents who have the CTC designation.”

For a young agent on the move, he says, -
certification is the ticket up.

Travel Life 13



true, becuuse the courseworll doesn'& pro-
vide the nuts-and-bolis job skills.”

' Onaresume, though, Bishins thmks aCTC
~designation looks good. “It's the hallmark of
 the professional travel-industry employee,”

he says. But, he asserts, frontline travel plan-
ners who have no management ambitions
need not apply. '
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liners who want to enroll in the program,
fearing that agents will leave and open their
own competing businesses.

The last point is a misconception, says
Berens, and fighting it is one of ICTA’s
prime future challenges. He points to
Omaha’s Frank Dinovo, president of the
Travel and Transport chain, one of the coun-
try’s largest. Dinovo has paid the expenses
for approximately 100 agents (one-third of
his staff) to take the CTC course. And when
they graduate, the agency automatically adds
$150 to their monthly salaries, in addition to
their regular raises. Rather than losing em-
ployees, Dinovo says his staff is better edu-
cated and more professional, and his turnover
rate is 80 percent below the industry average.
“We save our employees,” he says, “because

¢ CURRENT MEMBERSHIP: About
12,000, with another 7,000 “in the pipeline.”
¢ NUMBER OF CTCs GRADUAYED
EACH MONTH: Around 100

9 WHO APPLIES: Among candidates who
are travel agency personnel, 29 percent are
owners or managers, 70 percent are in sales
or other positions, and 1 percent of candi-
dates’ positions is unknown. Among gradu-
ates who are agency personnel, 56 percent
are owners or managers, 41 percent are in
sales and other positions, and 3 percent of
positions are unidentified. Approximately 10
percent of those who seek or earn CTCs work
for airlines, hotels, car-rental companies,
cruise or rail lines, and tour operators.

we invest in their futures and offer them a
supportive place to grow.”

As part of its push to increase recognition
and to erase lingering misconceptions among
noncertified agents and the public, ICTA’s
well-orchestrated public-relations depart-
ment sends out to the consumer press news
releases touting its membership in the guise
of service topics such as “Advice for Travel-
ing With Children.” Notices are also mailed
to local newspapers whenever an agent in the
paper’s area earns the CTC designation or
attends an ICTA seminar; the CTC program
is always mentioned. The campaigns seem to
be working: more than 2,000 letters pour into
ICTA each year from consumers asking the
group to identify competent, professional
travel planners.

¢ PREREQUISITES: To receive the CTC
designation, candidates must have five years
industry experience, but they can begin the
program after two years in the industry.

¢ CORE COURSEWORK: Tourism, mar-
keting, and personnel and business
management.

¢ INITIAL €OST: Condidates must take
four courses that cost $150 each (including
textbooks, exams, and grading). They must
then either write a resource paper ($50 fee)
or aitend one of ICTA's Professional Man-
agement Seminars and write a 20-page pa-
per about it ($250 for tuition, materials, and
most meals). After coursework is completed,
there is a $40 fee for certification processing.
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WHEN-—OR IF—INDUSTRY-

wide certification might occur is any-
one’s guess. Because industry members lack
a universal point of view about travel agent
licensing, no concerted push for it is under
way. Debates persist.

ASTA national director Harold Berns cau-
tions against viewing pilot programs such as
ICTA’s as a panacea for all that ails the in-
dustry. While education is an important part
of promoting professionalism, he points out
that ultimately agents are at the mercy of
circumstances beyond their control.
“No agent—with or without a certifi-
cate—can anticipate or foresee polit-
ical upheaval or an act of God, like a
hurricane,” Berns says. Others on
the fence note that practical experi-

¢ ANNUAL €OST: Once the CTC is
achieved, no additional dues are required.
To remuin an active Institute member (more
than half do), there is a $95 annual charge.
¢ CLASSROOMS: Under local ICTA rep-
resentatives’ direction, the courses are pur-
sued in study groups in the CTC candidates’
own geographic areas. Agents meetf weekly
at a central location with a study-group lead-
er and, usually, five to 10 fellow students. You
may also study independently.

& BENEFITS: Once certified, travel coun-
selors may add the CTC designation after
their names (as they might an advanced col-
iege degree). ICTA represeniatives say the
iefters are respected by the entire industry
and, ICTA hopes, increasingly by consumers,
CTCs also report intangible gains: increased

ence can be as good a teacher as theoretical
knowledge.

But even skeptics seem to believe that
mandatory certification is one way to raise
the caliber of those who sell travel and that if
it does lie in travel agents’ futures, programs
such as the Certified Travel Counselor will
help lead the way. @

Former travel agent DAwN M. BARCLAY
frequently writes about the industry. She lives
in New York Ciry.

knowledge, betier management skills,
boosted self-esteem, and pride in academic
achievement. According to Susan Vannasse
of Travel People Personnel, a Boston travel-
placement firm, in a tight job market, a CTC
designation might give a candidate an edge.
And in some coses, ICTA course and registra-
tion fees may be tax-deductible {ask your
accountant).
¢ BENEFITS FOR ACTIVE €YCs: listing
in annual directory, ICTA mailings and
newsletter, yearly discount on the institute’s
Professional Management Seminars, dis-
counts on selected indusiry textbooks, op-
tional low-cost life insurance, eligibility to
become officers in ICTA educational forums
(alumni organizations), and eligibility to at-
tend ICTA’s annual national forum.
¢ FOR MORE INFORMATION: Write to
the Institute of Certified Travel Agents at 148
Linden St., P.O. Box 82-56, Wellesley, Mass.
02181. Or call 617-237-0280 or
800-542-4282.

—D.M.B.

J GEQFFREY HARTMAN

ing” -—-—concepts she says ure.
purpose of the des;gnuhon.]

- Although time constraints prevent herfrom

enrolling, Carney encourages her emplo'y

to pursue their CTCs and even pays for fﬁelr:'-'

courses. She is u proponent of industrywide .

certification because she feels it would

bolster the image of travel agents. But, until .

such licensing becomes mandatory or until
ICTA lets her take its certification tests with-

out enrolling in the prerequisite coursework, .

she’s satisfied to let her professionalism and
experience speak for themselves.
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