
MARKET RESEARCH • INDUSTRY INTELLIGENCE

PhoCusWright

PhoCusWright White Paper

Written and Researched by  

Jay Campbell

Sponsored by

Travel Risk Management in 
Higher Education:
Challenges and Opportunities 



PhoCusWright White Paper:

Travel Risk Management in Higher Education: Challenges and Opportunities         April 2014

©2014 PhoCusWright Inc. All Rights Reserved. Page i

This PhoCusWright White Paper is made possible by Concur.

Concur is a leading provider of integrated travel, expense, invoice and risk  
management solutions. Founded in 1993 on the premise of helping drive costs  
out of organizations through innovation, Concur’s services are trusted by over  
20,000 clients around the globe, including over 200 clients in Higher Education.

About PhoCusWright
PhoCusWright is the travel industry research authority on how travelers, 
suppliers and intermediaries connect. Independent, rigorous and unbiased, 
PhoCusWright fosters smart strategic planning, tactical decision-making and 
organizational effectiveness.

PhoCusWright delivers qualitative and quantitative research on the evolving 
dynamics that influence travel, tourism and hospitality distribution. Our 
marketplace intelligence is the industry standard for segmentation, sizing, 
forecasting, trends, analysis and consumer travel planning behavior. 
Every day around the world, senior executives, marketers, strategists and 
research professionals from all segments of the industry value chain use 
PhoCusWright research for competitive advantage.

To complement its primary research in North and Latin America, Europe and 
Asia, PhoCusWright produces several high-profile conferences in the United 
States and Europe, and partners with conferences in Canada, China and 
Singapore. Industry leaders and company analysts bring this intelligence to 
life by debating issues, sharing ideas and defining the ever-evolving reality of 
travel commerce.

The company is headquartered in the United States with Asia Pacific opera-
tions based in India and local analysts on five continents.

PhoCusWright is a wholly owned subsidiary of Northstar Travel Media, LLC.
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Travel Risk Management  
in Higher Education:  
Challenges and Opportunities 
Written and Researched by Jay Campbell

Summary
Travel procedures related to employee safety, security and well-being have proliferated 
at large corporations as well as many midsize businesses. Best practices exist, and les-
sons are learned with every medical, natural, political or criminal event that impacts the 
safety of traveling personnel. But these practices remain undeveloped at many institu-
tions of higher learning – despite a trend toward globalization that has increased travel 
abroad for many universities. Advocates are hoping that building awareness along with 
new approaches to traveler tracking will help drive greater adoption of travel programs.

Having a solid, common travel risk management program is vital to protect the trav-
eler as well as the institution – especially in university travel, as it can be even farther 
flung than corporate travel, which primarily focuses on urban centers. Researchers, 
volunteers and other scholars often find themselves rather literally in the middle of 
nowhere. Yet various challenges and realities continue to frustrate professionals tasked 
with establishing travel risk management at universities. There are common hurdles, 
both culturally and technically, that need to be overcome. Should those efforts ever be 
tested, of course, the possible “return” is incalculable.

The purpose of this paper is to assess the challenges of travel risk management at insti-
tutions of higher learning and offer solutions for fixing the duty of care dilemma.  
In gathering information for this report, PhoCusWright spoke with travel and risk 
professionals at 11 universities, most of them large U.S. institutions. A number of these 
schools had recently created new travel or risk programs, some with dedicated man-
agement positions. While many are improving and expanding their risk management 
efforts, in the words of one of them, “it’s a very hard slog.” 

Challenges
Structural

It’s widely recognized that getting anything done on campus is difficult. One challenge is 
internal structures that feature barely surmountable silos. Which office is responsible for 
travel? Which senior leader is the program’s sponsor? The answers are unique to each 
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institution. Imagine the task of building a new risk management program as a new 
employee. Learning who’s who is a job of its own. The possible interested parties include 
legal, finance, security, procurement, operations, human resources, an international office 
typically responsible for study abroad, student/campus life, and academic departments 
that travel a lot.

At the top, there could also be interest or involvement from presidents, vice presidents, 
provosts, deans or chancellors. Or worse, none of them. 

Travel Practices and Policies

Risk management at universities is not new. But in many cases, travel management is. 
Even at schools with established travel programs, the combination of weak policies and 
independent-minded traveling populations leads to low compliance. Different treat-
ment is also warranted for study abroad, where travel is long-term and often handled 
by specialized international departments. Complicating matters, it’s not uncommon 
for multiple departments to have a hand in managing travel, or different combinations 
of departments, depending on the type of travel. Travel management or procurement 
functions can sit in any number of departments. Some university travel departments are 
responsible only for staff and faculty travel, supporting workers when they attend con-
ferences, make guest appearances or go into the field for research. Others only handle 
student travel. Most handle at least some of both, and many trips include both students 
and faculty. The student travel could be for athletic meets, which have their own quirks in 
terms of equipment and group check-in. 

Awareness

Awareness about travel risk management or duty of care is growing within academic institu-
tions, though some call it a slow growth. Dallas-based Anthony Travel manages travel for a 
handful of large universities as well as about 50 athletic departments. According to director 

of collegiate services and technologies Jill Dawson, the importance of 
managing travel risk is growing: “It’s a premier topic at every confer-
ence I have attended in the last couple of years. We also have seen 
an increase in its inclusion in the RFP process, whereas a year or two 
ago we wouldn’t see it.” She also noted an increase in interest from 
senior management. For example, at some educational institutions, 
international expansion strategies are prompting more senior leader-
ship interest in duty of care. At others, program champions are elusive. 
Travelers also can be hard to reach. 

Lisbeth Claus, Ph.D., is a professor of global human resources at the 
Atkinson Graduate School of Management of Willamette University in Oregon. She’s been 
studying and advising on duty of care for five years, and has spoken on the topic at more 
than 20 schools. “Educational institutions and their key decision-makers (HR, travel, opera-
tions, university presidents) have lower awareness of duty of care than their counterparts in 
other sectors/industries,” Claus told a 2011 meeting of the Society for Collegiate Travel and 
Expense Management.

“The travelers are clueless. With 
the SARS scare, people going into 
China and Asia were cautioned. 
I had faculty calling me saying, 
‘You’re not going to keep me from 
going there, are you?’ They feel as 
bulletproof as a 20 year-old.” 

- Collegiate travel manager
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In January 2014, Claus said, “They still don’t get it. I’m not saying 
awareness isn’t there, but even where it is, compliance is very low. Out-
side of the U.S., it’s worse.”

Participation

An airtight travel risk program is a fantasy, due to the extreme difficulty 
of pulling in comprehensive data and providing services to address any 
situation. Ideally, everyone books travel the same way and reservations 
data flows to risk management experts who apply controls based on 
location risk intelligence. Then during the trip, a traveler’s supposed 

whereabouts enables companies to zoom in on those at-risk when trouble arises. But there 
are always holes. Policy mandates are difficult to push through, for various reasons. Travel 
management companies don’t always handle a high percentage of trips for which the uni-
versity is responsible. Plus, any system that requires input from the traveler, such as entering 

data in a web form or forwarding an email, is prone to human error.  In 
addition, sometimes air travel is not involved, or the hotel wasn’t in the 
system, or plans changed mid-trip. In many cases, schools have data 
on the trip to and from another continent, but not on the smaller trips 
taken within it. 

Solutions
There are a number of recommendations for professionals aiming to better manage 
travel risk, including the following suggestions which can help put risk management 
front and center at universities.

0  Officially designate someone to be in charge of travel risk management. That person 
should create a committee tasked with building the program, and representation 
from all the major stakeholder departments should help streamline the process. Have 
senior leadership sign off on or even pick the group. Then seek information about best 
practices from partners and/or other schools experienced in change management. A 
separate or sub-committee can be considered for crisis response. 

0  Consider the scope. Are services offered on international travel only, or on all travel? 
Are these programs for students, faculty, all staff? What about guests and family mem-
bers? Perhaps a phased approach should be considered. One risk manager said he 
had been working on student travel for his first six months on the job, just to keep the 
workload manageable. Faculty and staff travel are on the roadmap, though.

0  Get insurance. This component is likely already in place, perhaps as part of the 
standard insurance coverage that students buy and faculty receive in benefits. Some 
insurance offerings are bundled with medical and evacuation services. Travel-specific 
coverage such as car rental insurance also can be negotiated. 

0  Educate. Many travel departments use the U.S. State Department’s travel informa-
tion to educate travelers about international destinations; some recommend that 
U.S. citizens register their trips with the State Department’s Smart Traveler Enrollment 

“What we’re looking for is a system 
that allows us to pull in the most 
accurate information in a stream-
lined way. That’s the challenge that 
we have. We’re dealing with all 
kinds of systems.” 

- Collegiate travel manager 

“Participation in general is the big-
gest challenge.” 

- Collegiate travel manager
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Program. Some schools do their own analysis of destinations and run orientations, or 
select risk management partners to help with such pre-trip readiness. Others provide 
important information and tips on university websites, and some even offer risk-ori-
ented training for international travel. Risk services firms can apply their intelligence to 
existing travel plans to re-route, urge or educate would-be explorers. 

0  Establish a strong policy for booking through the preferred travel agency. For many 
institutions, compliance is a battle and senior administrators are not on board. 
Noncompliance is the rule, but there are exceptions. Policies requiring academics to 
book (or at least register) through the approved systems or risk non-reimbursement 
are not unheard-of. 

0  Some risk-management crusaders seek to leverage other approaches in cases where 
full compliance to TMC usage policies is seemingly unattainable, including new 
data capture options. For example, a number of large universities have created 
or purchased registry systems to collect trip information that can later be used to 
locate and communicate with travelers en route. How strongly faculty are urged to 
use these systems varies by school. Here’s language from one University of Califor-
nia website: “If travel reservations are made by an agency outside the [university] 
program … then trip registration is required for university-related trips out of state 
and to foreign countries. Upon registration, the UC traveler should be provided with 
information to use in an emergency.” In other cases, more manual tracking proce-
dures have been put in place (for example, spreadsheets used to tally rosters and 
itineraries before group trips). Many, though, are dealing with faculty who simply 
refuse to inform the school of their trip plans.

0  Establish global tracking and global communication capabilities. However data is 
captured, use location and communications procedures to reach travelers in the event 
of a crisis. Calling or, sometimes better, texting travelers on their mobile devices is an 
obvious first step. 

Outlook

It may not have a prestigious track record, but there’s hope for duty of care at universities. 
Frustrated but undeterred, Dr. Claus is taking her message to the accrediting agencies that 
assess the quality of education provided by the institutions of higher education. She be-
lieves universities that do not practice travel risk management should be concerned about 
their reputations. 

According to Dawson, “The overall opportunity that duty of care provides is tied back to 
the legal and ethical obligation, and that alone should be the selling point. But the ROI on 
a duty of care solution is a no-brainer.”

She further challenges the status quo with the idea that if doing the right thing doesn’t pro-
vide enough institutional fortitude to fight the red tape and challenges to justification, then 
to at least consider the students and their parents entrusting their livelihoods to institutions 
of higher learning. If anything, a solid duty of care plan could be seen as a recruiting tool.
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Case Study

At Pennsylvania State University, the president, the provost and the campus chancellors 
are interested in duty of care because “globalization is part of our strategy, and they recog-
nize that with that opportunity comes risks,” said Pennsylvania State University risk officer 
Gary Langsdale. 

For domestic travel, the risk management office advises university departments to require 
contact information and suggests they remind students that the university code of con-
duct applies off campus. For international trips, the risk management department requires 
travelers to sign code of conduct affirmation documents. It also collects rosters of travelers 
(including their itineraries) and offers training in emergency management and other con-
cerns. Long-term or study abroad travel prompts more orientation material. Travel abroad 
also mandates coverage under a health insurance and evacuation plan that the university 
purchases from HTH Worldwide.

“We have looked at tracking systems but frankly there’s tremendous resistance, especially 
among faculty,” said Langsdale. “When they’re taking students, there is no argument. 
When they are traveling independently, they are much more reluctant to provide that infor-
mation on a detailed basis. They’re concerned about oversight, which disappoints me per-
sonally because then we can’t help them if we don’t know specifically where they are. When 
they’re doing research abroad, in most cases they have been there before. They don’t need 
as much as students. But we try to make the resources available.”

In the event of a crisis, the department seeks to communicate with travelers via mobile 
phone and email. “We’ve had a good track record of being able to reach those in a large-
scale disaster,” he said. “We have one of the largest cohorts of students traveling, and yet 
we have very few problems. We’re not resting on our laurels or boasting. I’m just saying, it’s 
the absence of a problem.”

Penn State has considered more automation for the collection of itinerary information, 
but for now, “It’s basically a spreadsheet we ask people to complete. It would be nice to 
improve on that, but frankly it’s one of those projects that is on the pile. We are in the early 
stages of talking about reinvigorating the possibility of a travel registry, so independent-
ly-traveling faculty could volunteer to register. I think one day that will come. More and 
more of our peer institutions have implemented travel registries, some mandatory.”

The school does not require staff to use a particular travel agency. “There was a fully func-
tional travel office, but we have gone virtual with it,” said Langsdale. “We use Concur as an 
online travel procurement tool.”
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Case Study

Traditionally, about 60% of bookings for school-sponsored travel at Australia’s Monash Uni-
versity went through two approved preferred travel management companies. Under a total 
revamp of the travel program launched at the end of 2013, however, travel and fleet category 
manager Damon Rapke is targeting 90%. One reason? “All the duty of care measures we 
have in place only help people who we can locate,” he said.

Monash partnered with its expense system provider, Concur, to streamline its once onerous 
pre-travel authorization process. “The procedures we were using were causing stress and 
that of course led to leakage,” he said. “We have gone back to basics with an end-to-end 
program in which it’s easier to lodge a travel request and gain approval. We figure that it’s 
now so easy to book through the system, and more difficult to go outside the system, that it 
will pay dividends. Early signs show it will.”

In addition to improving visibility by streamlining the request and booking process, Monash 
is using Concur’s Risk Management module, which “enables us to feed all bookings going 
through our two TMCs, and also to import open bookings from any other source. We have 
the potential to capture up to 100%.”

Potential, yes, but “there will be occasions where there won’t be travel in there – particularly 
where there is no air,” he said. “Or someone who made a reservation in a third-party site and 
listed their home email as the contact. Open booking won’t pick up everything. They need to 
use a Monash email. So there are a number of gaps, and the onus is on the individual.”

The travel request process allows the university to inform travelers and potentially corral 
them if they’re intent on a high-risk locale. “On our request page, I’ll put in my main desti-
nation – say it’s Nairobi,” said Rapke. “Then it has a hyperlink to the Australian government’s 
website that offers a risk advisory. In Australia, we rate countries one to four based on risk. 
Afghanistan would be a four: ‘extreme risk/do not travel.’ Kenya has a rating of two. Then I 
click a box – if it’s three or four – to confirm I have attached a safety plan. There’s an automat-
ed workflow to security personnel who assess the travel, review the plan, kick off pre-travel 
preparations and ensure that all days of the trip are accounted for. So we’re using the Concur 
system to the nth degree. There’s also another section which is mandatory and confirms the 
user has read and understood the travel advisory.”

Half of the travel transactions managed by the strategic procurement department are inter-
national, with a large percentage including travel to high- or extreme-risk locations. 

“We’re slowly but surely closing the gap on our duty of care, which the university takes 
quite seriously,” said Rapke, who noted Monash still has more work to do when it comes to 
managing pre-travel health and vaccinations. “At the back end we’re well covered. We have 
extensive insurance services through a global insurance company.”

The overall lesson? This isn’t easy. However, “it’s worth the effort to integrate pre-travel risk man-
agement with en-route traveler locate and response capability for the well-being of our staff,” said 
Rapke. “I’ve been here 18 months, working on putting the new travel program and the risk piece 
in place. It’s a hard slog to effect change in the academic world. In a corporation, where you just 
review the ROI and get on with it, we would have knocked this over in three months.”


