
Types of Tour Operators – Quick Reference Notes

1. Overview

Tour operators are businesses that design, package, and sell travel experiences. They combine

transportation, accommodation, meals, activities, and other services into a single product for

travelers. Depending on their market focus, business model, and level of service, tour operators

fall into several distinct categories.

2. Classification by Market Focus

Category
Primary

Clientele
Typical Products Key Characteristics

Inbound

(Domestic) Tour

Operators

Travelers

visiting the

operator’s

home country

City tours, cultural

excursions, nature trips,

themed itineraries

Deep local knowledge; strong

relationships with local suppliers;

often partner with inbound hotels

and attractions.

Outbound

(International)

Tour Operators

Residents

traveling abroad

Multi?country packages,

cruise itineraries,

adventure tours

Extensive network of foreign

agents; handle visas, passports,

and cross?border logistics.

Domestic (Home?

Market) Tour

Operators

Residents

traveling within

their own

country

Road trips, regional

getaways, weekend

retreats

Emphasize short?haul transport,

regional cuisine, and local

events.

Special?Interest /

Niche Tour

Operators

Travelers

seeking a

specific theme

or activity

Wildlife safaris, culinary

tours, photography

workshops, wellness

retreats, pilgrimage trips

Highly specialized itineraries;

often employ expert guides;

limited but highly targeted

market.

Luxury / High?End

Tour Operators

Affluent

travelers

Five?star resorts, private

jet charters, bespoke

experiences, exclusive

access to events

Personalized service, small

groups or private tours, high

staff?to?guest ratio.
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Category
Primary

Clientele
Typical Products Key Characteristics

Budget / Mass?

Market Tour

Operators

Price?sensitive

travelers,

families,

students

Package holidays, all?

inclusive resorts, group

tours

Standardized itineraries,

economies of scale, often sold

through travel agencies or online

platforms.

3. Classification by Business Model

Model Description Advantages Typical Examples

Full?Service

(Integrated)

Operator

Owns or contracts every

component (transport, hotels,

activities) and sells the

complete package under its

own brand.

Full control over

quality and pricing;

strong brand identity.

TUI, Thomas Cook

(pre?2020), Kuoni.

Wholesale

Operator

Purchases bulk inventory

(hotel rooms, airline seats) at

discounted rates and sells

them to retail travel agents or

other operators.

Lower risk, high

volume, flexible

inventory.

Hotelbeds, Tourico

(now part of

Hotelbeds).

Retail (Direct?

Sale) Operator

Sells packages directly to

consumers via websites, call

centers, or physical stores.

Higher margins, direct

customer relationship.

Expedia Vacation

Packages, Flight

Centre’s “Tour

Packages”.

Online Travel

Agency (OTA) /

Marketplace

Aggregates offers from

multiple operators and

presents them on a digital

platform; may also create its

own packages.

Wide reach, data?

driven personalization.

Viator, GetYourGuide,

Klook.

Affiliate /

Commission?

Based Operator

Curates third?party tours and

earns a commission on each

sale; often operates purely

online.

Low overhead, rapid

expansion.

TourRadar, Trip.com

(tour section).
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Model Description Advantages Typical Examples

Hybrid Operator
Combines two or more models

(e.g., wholesale + direct?sale).

Flexibility to adapt to

market changes.

G Adventures

(wholesale to agents,

direct online sales).

4. Classification by Service Level

Service Level Typical Features Target Segment

Fully Guided Professional guide for
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