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Hotel e-folios:
a Question of Time?
Why is e-folio data rarely used by travel managers? Is this likely to change?

Dawn Raasch

Global Product Director
CWT Corporate Card & Expense
Management

Some ideas never catch on; others just take time. Hotel e-folios, or detailed, electronic
hotel receipts, have been around for more than a decade now in the United States, but
few travel managers appear to be exploiting the data. Will e-folios ever become
mainstream in the travel program?

It's in the details … and the processes

To the casual observer, an e-folio may seem nothing more than an electronic version
of the itemized invoice hotels have been issuing for years at check-out. The e-folio
breaks down the total amount of different expenses—room charge, food and drinks,
telephone, Internet, laundry, parking, late cancellation fees, taxes and so on—in a format
that takes hotels and their customers one step closer to the paperless office.

But what makes e-folios interesting for travelers and travel managers is the way this data
can be exploited to make travelers' lives easier and the travel program more effective.

Companies can receive e-folios directly from hotels or, more commonly, via third parties
who collect, sort and/or analyze the data. Typically, travel managers receive the data
through reporting tools provided by corporate card issuers and travel management
companies. The latter two often work with data aggregators such as TRX who “cleanse”
the data. For example, they standardize the codes used by different properties for the
same amenities or remove personal expense items that will not be expensed back to
the company. Companies may also receive hotel folio data through expense
management solution providers such as Concur or KDS, who pre-populate travelers'
expense reports with the relevant information.
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E-folios offer the following benefits:

Increased leverage in negotiations. Detailed e-folio data enables companies to
leverage spend on amenities, which typically account for 20-30 percent of total
hotel costs. Armed with the right information, travel buyers can, for example,
negotiate a discount on Internet access or free bottled water for their travelers.

Easier auditing of negotiated conditions. An electronic breakdown of hotel
expenses makes it easier for companies to verify that travelers are paying the correct
negotiated rate for rooms and amenities.

Improved ability to track compliance with the travel policy. Without e-folio data,
travel managers who have opted for solutions such as CWT Agency+Card Reporting
can already monitor compliance with their policy on preferred hotels and preferred
booking channels, by comparing credit card data on hotel spend with data on
bookings made through the travel management company. With e-folio content,
companies can go one step further and track compliance regarding room categories
and amenities. Hotel folio data can also help auditors identify expense reporting
fraud in a less labor-intensive way.

Seamless, faster and more accurate expense processing. When companies
integrate e-folio data into their expense management tool, travelers' expense reports
are pre-populated with the relevant details on their hotel spend. This not only
eliminates the need for them to keep track of paper receipts but saves time and
reduces errors.

E-folio data free of charge. Even though they have to invest in the relevant
technology to offer this service, hotels do not charge customers for e-folios.

Given these benefits, why do companies hesitate to use e-folios in their travel program?
According to research conducted in 2008 by MasterCard and the Association of
Corporate Travel Executives (ACTE)1, only 22 out of 110 surveyed travel managers (20
percent) currently receive e-folio data.

1 Key findings from the research were presented in October during the ACTE Global Education Conference in Rome in the session
entitled “Best Practices in Hotel Data Management.” Slides from the presentation and a white paper are available on
www.acte.org/community/acteConnect.
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This low adoption is explained by several challenges:

E-folios are not yet universally available. Although many major hotel chains in
North America have signed e-folio agreements with credit card companies, each
property within those chains must invest in the necessary technology. Many have
yet to do so, although participation in the system has increased over the past few
years. As an indication, MasterCard says it obtains e-folio data from approximately
12,000 properties within seven chains, compared to 8,000 properties within five
chains in 2005. Outside North America, few hotels offer e-folio content, however,
and the technological costs remain a real barrier for independent properties in all
regions. Futhermore, many companies consider e-folio coverage too limited to be
useful as a travel management tool.

Data privacy issues need to be addressed. E-folios are designed to provide a
comprehensive view of each traveler's spend at a hotel. They do not necessarily
distinguish between charges that will be expensed to the company and personal
expenses paid for by the traveler, although this is technically possible. Some hotels,
for example, can remove from the folio any charges paid directly by the traveler as
opposed to those charged to the corporate card. Each party handling the data needs
to ensure they comply with data privacy and security laws, which are particularly
stringent in Europe.

Companies need the right resources to fully exploit e-folio data. In the past,
travel managers received a vast quantity of raw data directly from hotels and did not
necessarily have the resources to analyze it. But travel buyers can now ask different
suppliers to customize e-folio reports so they receive key information in a user-
friendly format. Carlson Wagonlit Travel, for example, provides e-folio reports through
its CWT Agency+Card Reporting service, which is offered as an enhancement to the
CWT Program Management Center. Since this reporting is based on credit card and
booking data, companies must mandate the use of a corporate card. In addition,
travel managers need to ensure their expense management solution can integrate
e-folio data so that travelers benefit from pre-populated expense reports.
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Example of e-folio data in the CWT Program Management Center
via CWT Agency+Card Reporting
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A chicken and egg story?

In recent years, industry experts have referred to hotel e-folios as a chicken and egg
story, meaning that corporate customers will not use the data until enough hotels offer
it, and hotels will not invest in the necessary technology until enough customers
demand it.

There are signs, however, the situation is evolving. At the recent ACTE Global
Education Conference in Rome, the majority of buyers attending a session on hotel
data management said they would be interested in using e-folio data. This matched the
findings of the MasterCard/ACTE survey mentioned earlier, in which 80 percent of travel
managers worldwide who were not already using e-folio data said they intended to use
it “in the near future.”

At the same session, several travel managers expressed frustration that more properties
were not offering e-folio data. One expert even questioned whether hoteliers want to
share information on ancillary spend when it helps travel managers negotiate harder.

Those same buyers said they would continue lobbying hotels to provide e-folio
data, steering volume toward participating hotels as leverage. In the meantime, one
client testified to the benefits of e-folio content even if only 35-40 percent of her
preferred hotels currently offer it. Separately, several CWT clients have reported
significant savings in administrative costs alone. One global company estimated its
annual savings at US$600,000, thanks to employees spending 50,000 fewer hours on
expense reports. Another identified US$1 million in potential savings from integrating
e-folio into its expense and auditing processes.

E-folios may finally gather sufficient momentum to enter into the managed travel
program. Companies are keen to reap the benefits of e-folio content. Hotels must now
invest in the technology that will make that happen. �
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