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Business, but Not 
as Usual
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An in-depth look at the trends that have disrupted 
business travel, and what brands can expect from 
the sector this year.
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Business travel will never 
return to normal.

Workers and their 
employers are embracing 
a new approach to 
business trips. The travel 
industry should, too.

Executive Summary

The COVID-19 pandemic drastically altered the business travel landscape, forcing companies to re-
evaluate their travel policies and adjust to a new reality of virtual meetings and reduced face-to-face 
interactions. In the years since the initial outbreak, the travel industry has hoped for a “return to 
normal,” and with good reason: Despite making up a smaller share of the market than leisure travelers 
by volume alone, business travelers far outspend their counterparts and represent outsize revenue for 
companies in the industry. But all indicators suggest that business travel will never again be like it was 
before COVID-19.

Instead of hand-wringing, the industry must now adjust to a new normal. Fewer travelers representing 
different demographics are sticking to tightly managed budgets, prioritizing the most important travel 
opportunities and leaving the rest for Zoom. But the brands that look at the new normal with optimism 
will find opportunities in eager young professionals, road-trippers and bleisure travelers.

Morning Consult’s business travel report Business, but Not as Usual examines the attitudes, behaviors 
and expectations of business travelers. Based on survey interviews with more than 4,400 U.S. adults, 
this report provides insight into how these consumers interact with the travel industry and what they 
want from brands.
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2
Who’s traveling and why will be 
different in 2023.

Three years since the start of the pandemic, 
older business travelers have retired, and a 
younger generation has entered the space. 
These new travelers will be cost-conscious, 
thoughtful about the types of occasions that 
warrant travel, and in charge of their own 
planning and booking.

R E A D  M O R E

Key Takeaways

1
Business travel changes 
are permanent.

Travel brands that are hoping for a business 
travel “return to normal” will not see one. 
Budgets have been cut for reasons that hint 
at permanence, and far fewer workers are 
hitting the road — and they’re happy about it.

R E A D  M O R E

3
Blended travel will help the 
industry recover.

Flexible and remote work arrangements are 
allowing more employees to combine work 
with play. Blended business and leisure trips 
are making up for some of the lost business 
travel volume, as well as changing 
scheduling and payment norms in the sector.

R E A D  M O R E
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COVID-19’s Lasting Impact

S ECTION 1

After three years of pandemic-prompted adjustments, 
business travel has changed for good.
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Share of U.S. adults who said they traveled for business in the past month

Business travel volume trended up — but only slightly — over 2022

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence
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As the travel industry began to rebound from pandemic-related lockdowns and restrictions, it became clear that the business travel sector would be much slower to 
recover than the leisure travel sector. Throughout 2022, the former category showed slight growth, though it still hasn’t approached pre-pandemic levels.

Traveled domestically (linear) Traveled internationally (linear)
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U.S. adults’ business travel habits in the past year compared with a typical pre-pandemic year

Business travelers still aren’t traveling as frequently as they were before COVID-19

While business travel has welcomed 
some new participants since the 
pandemic, it has lost more than it has 
gained. Overall, the share of U.S. adults 
who say they travel for business is now 
18 percentage points lower than it was 
in a typical pre-pandemic year.

Moreover, very few travelers have 
increased the frequency with which they 
travel for work. Only a small share of 
nonbusiness travelers have become 
business travelers, and a similarly small 
share who used to travel for business 
casually are now on the road frequently.

While the category does have room to 
recover further, behavior changes over 
the past three years are slowly but 
surely becoming entrenched.

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence. Figures may not add up to 100% due to rounding.
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The business downturn is not solely due to 
workers being hesitant to return to their pre-
pandemic road warrior lifestyles. Shifts in 
corporate policies have restricted travel, even 
among those who wish to do so.

Nearly one-third of workers say their company 
has made changes to its travel policies, and 
while most say they expect the changes will be 
temporary, 12% of employed adults say they’ll 
likely be permanent.

The types of changes made are similar across 
industries but vary slightly based on the size of 
the employer. People working for larger 
businesses (of more than 500 staff) are more 
likely than those working for smaller ones to say 
their company has reduced both the number of 
employees who travel for business and the 
types of business travel that are approved.

Many employees have noticed a difference in company travel policies

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence. Figures may not add up to 100% due to rounding.
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Some drivers of change suggest a permanent impact

Changes to corporate policies may have been prompted by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, but workers don’t solely attribute adjustments 
to pandemic-related matters. When asked to indicate the primary 
reason they believe adjustments were made at their company, only 
around 1 in 5 employed adults attributed them to the ability to meet 
virtually. Conversely, more than 40% said they feel the changes 
are related to finances, tied to either concerns of a recession or to 
more general cost-saving measures. Employees of large companies 
are more likely to attribute changes to remote/virtual work, while 
those at smaller business are more likely to believe adjustments are 
in preparation for a potential recession.

There are some gaps between the assumptions of regular 
employees and senior business leaders — those at the vice 
president level or higher, who are often responsible for making 
decisions for their companies. Specifically, the latter group are more 
likely to point to sustainability, a factor that is not tied to temporary 
events or conditions.

In other words, the cuts to business travel are likely here to stay.

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence

Workers whose companies made changes to business travel policies selected the 
primary reason they believe those changes were made
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Business travelers are cutting back on all occasions

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence

In rethinking the need for business travel, many 
companies have opted to cut back on specific occasions 
or types of trips. On the whole, workers report traveling 
less for all occasions now compared with a typical pre-
pandemic year, but the areas with the most significant 
cutbacks include company retreats, trade shows and 
incentive travel (trips provided by a company as a reward 
for employee performance). 

On the other hand, small meetings — both internal and 
external — and training opportunities have experienced 
less of a downturn, although not by much. Those saying 
they’re traveling more for each occasion now tend to 
skew younger — particularly Gen Zers, who may not have 
had opportunities to travel for business before the 
pandemic. The youngest generation was 5 points more 
likely than workers in general to say they will travel more 
for conferences, trade shows, and training and 
development next year. 

Employed adults indicated whether they will travel for the following reasons more or 
less in the next year compared with a typical pre-pandemic year:
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Most business travelers are content with their current trip cadence, though there is appetite 
for more

There has been almost constant hand-wringing 
about business travel’s “return to normal” since the 
early days of the pandemic. But in reality, a majority 
of workers are happy with how much they’re 
traveling for business. Just over 1 in 5 U.S. adults 
say they will travel for business in the next year, with 
around 10% saying they’ll do so within the next three 
months. Across the major demographics, between 
61% and 67% of employed adults say they’re 
traveling for business the right amount.

On the other hand, there are some pockets of 
opportunity with groups that are eager for more 
work trips. Specifically, baby boomers, lower-income 
workers and casual business travelers are more 
likely to say they wish they could travel more, 
meaning the travel industry has room to grow by 
targeting these groups.

Employed adults reported how they feel about traveling for business

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence. Figures may not add up to 100% due to rounding.
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Pandemic-prompted 
shifts and cost-cutting 
measures have 
impacted the where, 
when and how of 
business travel, and 
there’s no going back.

Business travel will never go back to normal.

Business travel volume slowly grew over 2022 but shows no signs of 
returning to pre-pandemic levels.

The share of U.S. workers who travel for business has dropped sharply, but 
most are pleased with the amount of work travel they’re currently doing.

“Nice-to-have” occasions like incentive travel and company retreats will be 
first on the chopping block.

Changes to business travel policies, while initially spurred by the 
pandemic, are also related to more permanent realities like the need to 
operate more sustainably.

WHA T MA TTERS



13

Business Travel in 2023

S ECTION 2

Younger travelers, tighter budgets, a few big conferences 
and many small meetings will define work trips this year.
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Business travelers skew millennial, male and high-income

Business travelers — whether casual or frequent — are 
more likely to be young, male and high-income relative to 
the general population.

The demographic makeup of business travelers has 
shifted since the pandemic caused nearly all travel to 
grind to a halt. The share of baby boomers taking 
business trips has declined as more members of this 
generation have reached retirement age and been 
replaced by younger workers. But the gender shift has 
been just as notable: Compared with 2019, those who 
travel for work today are more likely to be male, possibly 
due to women disproportionately shouldering the burden 
of caregiving responsibilities during the pandemic and the 
detrimental effect this has had on their careers.

Additionally, while high-income workers still make up an 
outsize share of business travelers relative to the general 
public, the percentage of low-income employees taking 
work trips has grown significantly, signifying less flexibility 
and choice in how they conduct business compared with 
the highest earners.

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence. Figures may not add up to 100% due to rounding.
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Not all business travelers are high-spending mileage chasers

Stereotypes of business travelers evoke images of 
besuited professionals sauntering from an airline lounge 
to a cushy seat in the front of a plane. But in reality, this 
image isn’t accurate.

Those who will take a work trip in the coming year are 
far more likely to do so by car than by plane: 8% say 
they’ll take three or more domestic flights in the next 
year, while 15% say the same about road trips.

What’s more, when they do travel by plane, business 
travelers aren’t necessarily shelling out for the fancy 
seats. The vast majority say they usually book economy 
fares. Even bookings for premium economy — the fare 
class that many airlines see supplanting business class —
are far fewer than those in economy or even basic 
economy. As can be expected, bookings vary by 
seniority: Those at the vice president level or above are 
more likely to reserve first or business class tickets.

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence
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Conferences are the most common business travel occasion, but employees travel for 
smaller meetings more frequently

Looking to the year ahead, conference and event travel will be 
crucial to the continued recovery of the business travel space. 
Nearly two-thirds of those with business trips in the coming year 
will travel for a conference or seminar. However, although 
conferences attract the most travelers, workers say they will travel 
for small team meetings more frequently. Around 23% of business 
travelers say they’ll be on the road for an internal company 
meeting at least three times in the next 12 months, equal to the 
share who say the same for client or other external meetings. It is 
notable that these two occasions look so similar in share and 
frequency, as many predicted the resurgence of one at the 
expense of the other as the business travel category recovered.

How frequently one travels varies according to the size of their 
company. For the majority of occasions, employees working for 
large corporations report plans to travel more often. However, 
employees of small businesses are more likely to travel for client 
meetings or trade shows, suggesting these occasions hold outsize 
importance to their employers.

Workers with plans to travel in the next year indicated how often 
they anticipate doing so for the following reasons:
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Encouragingly for travel brands, a majority of business travelers play 
an active part in deciding where and when they will be on the road. 
Roughly two-thirds say they have some role in the decision-making, 
while nearly one-third say they do so independently, without needing 
higher approval.

Of course, there is a significant difference between workers at various 
levels of seniority — those at the vice president level or above are far 
more likely to say they have input — but autonomy also varies by the 
size of the company. Two in 5 of workers at businesses with 500 or 
fewer employees say they can decide for themselves where to 
travel for business, without the need for approval, while only 19% of 
their peers at larger organizations say the same.

Notably, the sizable group of business travelers in the lowest income 
bracket are more likely than higher earners to be the sole decision-
makers, likely because the scope of their travel activities entails a 
lower cost.

Most business travelers have at least some input into where and when they travel

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence. Figures may not add up to 100% due to rounding.

Those who expect to travel for business in the next year reported who 
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Despite stricter scrutiny of expenses, a plurality of business travelers still book independently

Centralized travel-booking managers such as Concur, CWT 
and TravelPerk help companies manage their employees’ 
logistics and costs, tasks that may seem more important in 
the wake of travel budget cuts. However, nearly half of 
workers who take business trips say they book 
independently on any platform they choose. 

The use of company-mandated booking tools and platforms 
is naturally higher among those at larger organizations, 
where centralized hubs are needed to streamline and 
manage travel across a large number of employees.

However, despite being more likely to work for large 
companies than small ones, the most frequent business 
travelers are also the most likely to book independently. 
Over half (51%) of those who travel frequently for work book 
on their own using a platform of their choice, compared with 
just 41% of casual business travelers who do the same.

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence. Figures may not add up to 100% due to rounding.
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A new cohort of business 
travelers will help 
reshape the category.

In 2023, business travel will welcome new entrants and upend old stereotypes.

Compared with the years before COVID-19, business travelers are now more 
likely to be male and young (Gen Zers or millennials).

The old stereotypes of high-spending travelers splashing out for first-class 
tickets no longer hold water.

Low-income business travelers represent a potential sweet spot for brands: 
They’re growing in share and have autonomy over their travel behavior.

Despite companies reining in travel budgets, many travelers are still left to their 
own devices and, when it comes to booking, may benefit from brand guidance.

WHA T MA TTERS
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Blended Travel Persists 

S ECTION 3

Driven by flexible and remote work trends, blended 
business and leisure travel is making up for some of 
business travel’s losses.
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After cooling in mid-2022, bleisure travel intent is on the rise

While business travel as it existed in 2019 may 
never return, the recovery has been buoyed 
somewhat by blended travel: when the 
purpose of a trip is both business and leisure.

Over two-thirds of employed U.S. adults say 
that their jobs offer them flexible working 
hours, and smaller but not insignificant shares 
say they can work flexible days (60%) or work 
remotely in the United States (46%). This 
flexibility has prompted an interest in blended 
travel, and specifically in leisure-first trips.

After a strong start in early 2022, interest in 
blended trips waned throughout the year but 
picked up again in Q4, signaling a potential 
bump in 2023.

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence 
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Employees will be cost-conscious when booking blended travel, as they are more likely to 
pick up the tab

The mid-2022 dip in intent to take blended trips 
was likely driven by cost concerns. Unlike traditional 
business travel, a blended trip requires employees 
to cover some — or in many cases, all — of their 
costs out of pocket. As a result, tightening of purse 
strings has put blended travel out of reach for some.

The good news is that of all travel expenses, 
employees are most likely to get some coverage 
from their employer on higher-cost categories like 
transportation and accommodation, while paying for 
food and activities on their own. Given this sharing 
of costs, the continued slow but steady rise in 
business travel volume will likely also drive 
increased blended travel occasions.

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence. Figures may not add up to 100% due to rounding.
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Flexible work arrangements are translating to more flexible scheduling in blended travel

Adults with flexible work arrangements indicated whether they’re able to travel differently to how they did before COVID-19

The most significant impact of blended trips on the travel industry is likely the shift in high-demand periods of activity. Around 3 in 5 employed adults who reported 
having some flexibility in their work arrangement said their setup allows them to travel at different hours of the day, on different days of the week and at different 
times of the year than they used to before the pandemic. Moreover, around 2 in 5 said they plan to take advantage of this flexibility in the coming year. This 
means travelers are no longer handcuffed to Friday-to-Sunday hotel reservations or flights scheduled outside business hours. Those with the luxury of such 
flexibility are better able to find fares and reservations that fit their budgets, location details and tastes than ever before.

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence. Figures may not add up to 100% due to rounding.
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Save on travel costs because
employer is covering some
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Workers see various benefits to blended travel

Source: Morning Consult Research Intelligence

Ultimately, while cost is a motivating factor in 
blending business and leisure trips, it’s not the 
only one. Blended travelers find a wide variety of 
benefits in combining trips. In fact, there are three 
factors related to a better travel experience that 
are nearly as resonant as cost savings:

1. Going places one might not go otherwise

2. Bringing loved ones along for the journey

3. Generally making travel more enjoyable 

The variety in these factors suggests that 
blended travel is here to stay, even if economic 
conditions improve.

Workers with bleisure travel plans in the next year selected the top three motivating factors 
for blending business with leisure trips

FINANCIAL  
BENEFIT

TRAVEL 
ACCESS

TRAVEL 
EXPERIENCE

PROFESSIONAL 
BENEFIT



25

Blended travel, now 
accessible to many 
more workers than 
ever before, is here 
to stay.

Blended travel can make up for some of the losses of business travel’s non-return 
to normal.

After dipping slightly in 2022, intent to take a blended trip is on the rise again, 
signaling the durability of this new approach to travel.

Blended trips require more out-of-pocket expenses by the traveler, but many 
find the investment worth it due to the improved overall experience.

Remote, hybrid and other flexible work arrangements allow travelers to book 
trips on a less rigid and work-influenced schedule.

WHA T MA TTERS
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Business travelers have adapted. It’s time for the industry to follow suit.

When it comes to business travel, the “new normal” is here. Companies’ cuts to their travel budgets appear to be permanent, 
employees have become more adept at prioritizing the occasions that warrant trips and many have simply realized that work travel
no longer fits their lifestyle. Travel brands that adapt to these new realities instead of waiting for a return to normal that’s not coming 
will find new opportunities.

First, they must acknowledge the shifting demographics of business travelers. More young and low-income workers entering the 
category bring different values and expectations. Not only should travel brands be targeting these new demographics, but they must 
also evolve their products and services to tailor to the needs of these groups.

Brands must be aware of the types of occasions for which workers are traveling. On the whole, it doesn’t appear that there has been 
a major trade-off between internal and external meetings, as many had predicted. But incentive travel and company retreats may fall 
by the wayside in the coming years. As such, betting on the more durable occasions will pay dividends.

When it comes to booking, travel companies must also be aware of who holds the purse strings. While many travelers are free to 
book independently, some are funneled through centralized tools and platforms, and will need to be reached in a different way.

Finally, brands must adapt to the enduring presence of blended travel. The new flexibility around where, when and how people work 
has allowed them to seamlessly weave business and pleasure in ways that were impossible before. Brands that support this new 
reality stand to win loyalty for the long term.

WHA T IT  MEA NS
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The Data Behind 
the Report
Methodology and about the author
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About the Report 
& Methodology
Morning Consult’s business and blended travel report examines the “new normal” of 
traveling for work in 2023 and beyond.

Methodology
The research fueling this project was drawn primarily from a survey fielded Dec. 22-
24, 2022, among a representative sample of 4,422 U.S. adults, with an unweighted 
margin of error of +/-1 percentage point. It also includes data from various surveys 
fielded throughout 2022 among representative samples of around 2,200 U.S. adults 
each, with unweighted margins of error of +/-2 percentage points.

Research Intelligence
Morning Consult helps you understand your brand, competitors and market in a way 
traditional research companies can’t. We survey tens of thousands of people across 
the globe on more than 4,000 brands and products every day. Get actionable insights 
into what consumers think, see and say about your brand and products.

L E A R N  M O R E

https://morningconsult.com/product/research-intelligence/
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