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Booking travel is plagued with problems. While the quantity of information available to customers

is arguably at an all-time high, the data is dispersed and is often presented in a way that is not

conducive for decision making. The current options available to customers when booking travel online

are platforms that induce high levels of cognitive load, drastically reducing both the user’s quality of

experience and ability to use the information available to make the best choice.

Decades of research in behavioural science and behavioural economics have found that users are acutely

impacted by decision-making biases, which are amplified when placed under cognitive load. However,

the conventional wisdom in travel bookings suggests that increasing the number of options available

to the customer improves their experience, a trend seen on online booking platforms and high-end

travel agents. We believe that better-designed choice architecture can greatly improve outcomes and

user experiences when booking travel. By reducing the number of options, we can improve the quality

of information we present to customers.
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1 Decision Making Under Load

To understand the mechanics behind the decision-making process, a substantial amount of literature

exists in behavioural economics and behavioural science disciplines. Behavioural economics arose out

of an attempt to improve the realism of the psychological assumptions underlying economic theory [1].

Since then, the literature has presented a number of fascinating results which are directly applicable

to customers’ decision process when booking travel.

Users often deviate from the classical assumptions of rational decision making, with high levels of risk-

aversion, being impatient in the short run and using non-optimal indicators to inform their choices [2].

This effect is amplified when the consumer is put under cognitive load. In situations where consumers

are faced with several options and a difficult optimisation problem, these internal biases likely lead to

critically non-optimal outcomes.

A key result in the literature has come to be known as choice paralysis and the ’paradox of choice’.

This is the idea that the larger the number of options presented to somebody, the less likely they are

to make any decision at all [7]. Further, when presented with hard to differentiate options, consumers

are likely to defer their choice [3]. This ’choice paralysis’ phenomenon is present in a large mass of the

literature, with some behavioural studies suggest that it is present in even seemingly simple decision

problems.

When making decisions, particularly when there are probabilities or a large amount of information

involved, several internal biases and heuristics augment the decision process and lead to non-optimal

outcomes. Anchoring is an effect where a user creates or receives an initial, potentially arbitrary, value

and then adjusts from it to make decisions [6, 5]. Users are unable to sufficiently deviate from these

initial anchoring points, resulting in impaired decision making. Users may anchor from exogenous

information provided to them, from prior knowledge or incomplete computation.

The ’law of less work’ is the principle that users choose their actions to minimise the level of exertion

or work. The level of cognitive demand that a user expects a task to have has a real and significant

role in the decision-making process itself [8]. To circumvent this work, users implement heuristics, and

simplifying strategies, that consistently fall short of optimal outcomes.

Further, users are myopic in their decision making - opting to make quick decisions that yields a quick

reward [4]. If decision processing and load aversion cause users to make quick decisions based on a set

of limited decision parameters, outcomes are likely to deviate from their optimal significantly.
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2 Application in the Travel Sector

There appears to be consensus in the literature; when a user is faced with a task that is expected to

be cognitively demanding, decision-making is severely negatively affected. In the travel industry, it is

clear that the current systems which are supposed to provide their users with great outcomes result

in an ’information overload’, making the decision-making process harder rather than easier. In their

attempt to provide more options to a wide demographic of users and stoke the ’love for variety’ of the

consumer, booking platforms provide an impossibly hard decision problem.

Travel booking sites compound this problem by increasing the difficulty of the decision-problem over

a number of dimensions:

1. Number of choices

The primary problem presented by booking platforms is the magnitude of choices available to

customers. Presented in a hard-to-read list-style view, an increasing number of choices intensi-

fies the cognitive load. This increases the chance of further biases impairing decision making,

reducing quality of experience and leading to non-optimal outcomes.

Presenting a consumer with a seemingly endless list of options may further their tendency to be

short-sighted in their decision making. In an attempt to tackle the problem of processing the

incredible number of options, users may be led to using non-optimal choice criteria - or simply

be driven to choose the first option they see.

Different customers have a wide range of varying choice criteria, decision processes and prefer-

ences. Travel platforms must be designed to provide the range of options necessary to present a

varied range of options while minimising the decision-making complexity for the customer.

2. Choice criteria

The decision problem of the user contains more than just the price of the hotel. Depending

on the consumer’s price sensitivity, other factors (for example, the proximity to a location or

amenities available) play an increasingly significant role in the decision function.

Current booking platforms’ significance on the price in the discovery process induces the risk that

anchoring effects may cause consumers to adapt their judgments to all the available information

insufficiently. Further, booking platforms do a poor job of providing relevant supplementary

information, aside from customer reviews and lists of amenities, which may play a significant

role in the decision-making process.
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3. Dispersion of information

The information included in the decision-function is not currently easily available and processable

by consumers. Dispersed information causes difficulty in assessing options. The focus on price on

booking sites provides a risk of over-weighting the price within the decision function, ultimately

reducing the consumer’s utility.

Together, these factors present an opportunity to improve the outcome optimality and customers’

experiences when they are booking travel. Augmenting the dimensions of choice the customers see

through reducing the number of options but increasing additional and contextual information reduces

the cognitive load on customers, allowing them to make better decisions. Leveraging technology, in

particularly advancements in user interface design and artificial intelligence to predict the preferences

of consumers from their behavioural signals, we can further improve the probability that the consumer

sees the subset containing the most utility-maximising choices out of the set of all possible choices and

provide the information in an easily parsable format.
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