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WORKING WITH INBOUND
TOUR OPERATORS
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WHAT IS AN INBOUND TOUR OPERATOR?
An inbound tour operator (ITO) is an Australian based business that provides itinerary 
planning, product selection and coordinates the reservation, confirmation and payment 
of travel arrangements on behalf of their overseas clients such as wholesaler or retail 
travel agents. They bring components such as accommodation, tours, transport and 
meals together to create a fully inclusive itinerary.

ITOs are also known as ground operators or destination management companies (DMCs).

WHAT DO ITOs DO?
The ITO’s role as the local product expert in Australia is to select and agree to work 
with export ready products. These products are then promoted via overseas travel 
distributors that sell them, such as wholesalers, direct sellers, travel agents, meeting 
planners and incentive houses.

ITOs choose to work with products that will appeal to the customers that their overseas 
clients are selling to. They do not work in isolation when selecting suitable product to 
work with, but are influenced by the needs of their partners overseas.

WHAT IS IMPORTANT TO AN ITO?
ITOs are looking for: 

•	 A tried and tested product that has preferably been operating in the domestic  
market for a minimum of one to two years with success and fills a need in the 
markets being targeted

•	 A product that represents good value for money, particularly in markets where the 
Australian Dollar is strong

•	 A good quality product that is delivered with consistency and excellent  
customer service

•	 A product that offers the customer a unique experience (so it’s important  
to know your unique selling point)

•	Regular availability. For example, tours that run daily or at least three days per week, 
departing with a minimum of two people.

ITOs expect that export ready business operators: 

•	Understand the expectations of the markets ITOs are catering to

•	Understand how each element of the international distribution system operates and 
the commissions they require

•	Have an inbound rate sheet with concise terms and conditions

•	 Accept ITO travel vouchers and trading terms and are prepared to negotiate  
credit facilities

•	Commit to contracted rates

•	Promptly respond to bookings within a 24-hour timeframe 

•	 Action complaints promptly 

above: Family taking a tour of the Hawkesbury 
Regional Gallery in Windsor (James Pipino); Chefs 
at Rocksalt Restaurant preparing food, Newcastle 
Marina, Hunter (Newcastle Tourism).
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•	Have a sales kit with product fact sheets, brochures and images. If targeting 
markets where English is not commonly spoken, providing collateral in language  
is an advantage.

DEVELOPING GOOD ITO RELATIONSHIPS
It’s important to build and maintain strong relationships in order to successfully grow 
and establish your business in new markets. 

To create and maintain effective business relationships with ITO partners,  
consider the following:

Proactively plan to engage travel trade
Develop a strategy to pursue inbound sales that fits within your overall marketing plan. 
Make sure you plan your time effectively and budget for additional inbound marketing 
activities, including: 

Trade events, workshops and training

Make an effort to attend networking events and trade workshops. You can also 
organise to travel to the market you are targeting to provide training to the wholesalers 
and front line selling agents. Make sales calls at least once a year and organise famils 
and product presentations. 

For more information on attending trade events, visit  
www.destinationnsw.com.au/tourism/industry-opportunities/trade

You can also provide training sessions and collateral to train ITO reservation staff. This 
can be arranged via the ITO Product Manager. For more information on providing sales 
staff training, refer to fact sheet ‘Meeting with the Travel Trade’.

Trade famils and media visits

Showcasing your product to ITOs and other travel trade partners with a familiarisation 
visit, or ‘famil’, is an important part of the sales relationship as it allows them to 
understand the experience you are providing to their customers. 

Find out about famil opportunities in the Destination NSW trade education program 
www.destinationnsw.com.au/tourism/industry-opportunities/trade

You can also host visiting journalists where appropriate, to assist them with creating 
media content about your product that may reach potential international visitors. 

Find out about Destination NSW international media visits  
www.destinationnsw.com.au/news-and-media/media-support

Be reliable and consistent 
If an ITO requests information make sure you respond quickly and that you are always 
able to meet deadlines.

Don’t take the easy way over the right way – if people know you are prepared to work 
hard then this will reflect favourably on your business

Communication is key 
Ensure you maintain contact with ITOs and update them with any changes to your 
product as they occur. Client databases are an important tool for managing your ITO 
contacts as they can be used to record brief interaction notes including who you spoke 
to and what was discussed.

Just like any relationship, there will be give and take – you will need to establish a 
balance and be open to negotiation and compromise to find solutions that will meet 
both your needs.

above: Friends exploring Royal National Park with 
a Royal Coast Walks tour (James Pipino); couple 
sailing on Sydney Harbour with Eastsail (James 
Pipino).
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Build trust 
Trust works both ways in a business relationship – always be honest and reliable. 
While contracts and legal agreements are precautions for protecting yourself, there 
still needs to be a level of personal trust.

Keep it professional 
Remember it’s not just what you do but how you do it – it is therefore important to 
consider developing ethical guidelines and practices.

Maintaining your business reputation is crucial, even when things go wrong. 

If there has been an error on your part, you are often judged by how you resolve the 
error, not on the actual error, so it is an opportunity to show how your business works 
to achieve the end result.

If there has been a breach of your trade terms on the ITO’s part, remain professional 
not personal as you pursue a solution. Reputation is everything. 

For more information 
Find out more about tourism pricing, commissions and distribution: 

•	Read ‘Pricing your tourism product’ and ‘Distributing your tourism product’ in the 
Tourism Business Toolkit www.destinationnsw.com.au/tourismtoolkit 

•	Read ‘Planning for Inbound Success’ in the Industry Resources section of the Tourism 
Australia website www.tourism.australia.com 

You can provide training 
sessions and collateral to 
train ITO reservation staff. 
This can be arranged via 
the ITO Product Manager.


