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PROBLEM: You’ve got the itch to visit faraway 

places, but you don’t know where to begin planning your 
trip. 

SOLUTION: The Internet offers a wide variety of 
resources to help you research destinations, find the 
best deals, and book your arrangements. 

 
#1: Use search engines to quickly compare prices. 

These sites offer fare comparisons and point you to 
online booking agents where you can actually buy your 
tickets. Site names may seem to specialize in airlines or 
hotels, but you’ll typically find they handle information on 
all things travel-related, including ground transportation. 
Sometimes they offer package deals for booking certain 
components together, such as air and hotel. If a 
particular site offers all you need, use it as home base 
for planning your entire trip. 

 
www.CheapAir.com
www.CheapFlights.com
www.CheapSeats.com
www.Kayak.com
www.Sidestep.com
www.Mobissimo.com
www.Qixo.com
www.TravelZoo.com

 
Be aware that all travel search engines are not the 

same. Different sites have different provider affiliations, 
so they don’t show all the options. It definitely pays to 
check more than one site. 

 
#2: Know the difference between an online search 
engine and an online travel agency. 

Basically, a search engine provides travel 
information, but you can’t book the trip there. Instead, 
the search engine links to online travel agencies or to 
the travel providers themselves. 

An online travel agency sells tickets and handles 
travel arrangements much like flesh-and-blood travel 
agents do, but the level of customer service can vary 
greatly. 

If you feel the least bit uneasy about booking your 
trip through an online agency, or if the site doesn’t 
provide clear information about whom to contact if you 
have a problem, then just use it for research and book 
directly with the provider or your local travel agent. 
Online agencies often provide useful information such as 
photos, reviews, and ratings. 

 

www.AAA.com
www.BestFares.com
www.CruisesOnly.com
www.Expedia.com
www.HotelDiscounts.com
www.Hotels.com
www.Hotwire.com
www.Orbitz.com
www.TravelNow.com
www.Travelocity.com

 
#3: Before you click “Buy,” make sure you know the 
grand total with taxes and processing fees, and be 
certain that the fare hasn’t gone up. 

The initial price listed on cheap fare Web sites may 
look good, but don’t get excited until you see the grand 
total, which includes all taxes and processing fees. 
These can add 20% or more to the cost and they’re not 
always shown up-front. 

Also, because the search engines are essentially 
middlemen, they may not show the most current pricing. 
It’s not uncommon to book a deal at one rate, only to 
have it increase after you click “Buy” because prices 
have changed since the search engine posted the deal. 
The search engine is helpless to do anything but pass 
the provider’s increase on to you. 

 
#4: Never buy a plane ticket without checking the 
airline’s site yourself. 

Before you book through an online agency, always 
check the fare with the airline. The airline may have an 
unadvertised special on its Web site or offer a discount 
for booking direct. 

By checking the airline’s schedule, you’re also sure 
to see all available flights. 

 
#5: If your local airport has discount carriers, they 
may not be included in search engine results. Check 
their sites directly. 

Because the no-frills carriers operate on such a low 
profit margin, they often don’t compete for passengers 
on the search engines. If you’re flying in Europe, a 
network of small carriers makes short hops between 
major cities at bargain prices. 

 
U.S. Europe 
www.airtran.com www.AppleFares.com
www.jetblue.com www.EuropeByAir.com
www.southwest.com www.VirginExpress.com
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#6: Make sure you know all the rules and restrictions 
before you buy. 

When buying travel of any type, it pays to read ALL 
the fine print. For example, if there’s a possibility you 
may have to cancel the trip, make sure your ticket’s 
refundable or doesn’t have an exorbitant penalty for 
changes. Airlines are enforcing restrictions on 
cancellations, so changes may cost you dearly, whether 
in fees or forfeiting the ticket altogether. 

 
#7: Try bidding for the best deal. 

If you’re feeling lucky, go ahead and bid for a good 
deal, particularly if your travel plans are flexible. These 
sites give travel providers a means to sell leftover 
inventory at bargain-basement prices. 

 
www.eBay.com/travel
www.Hotwire.com
www.LuxuryLink.com
www.Priceline.com
www.SkyAuction.com

 
#8: If you’re a fast packer, you may be able to get a 
last-minute bargain. 

Some last-minute deals may seem too good to be 
true, but they’re real. Travel providers would rather sell 
their product at a hefty discount than let it go unused 
because once the date has passed, that lost revenue is 
irrecoverable. 

 
www.11thHourVacations.com
www.AffordableTravel.org
www.LastMinuteTravel.com
www.LateRooms.com
www.Site59.com

 
#9: Pick the best seat on the plane. 

You can check out seating on various aircraft 
operated by many domestic and international airlines to 
find the perfect seat (barring that unforeseen screaming 
toddler who ends up beside you). These sites offer 
detailed diagrams, including the location of galleys, 
lavatories, and exits. They may even recommend which 
seats are good, poor, or questionable. Airline Web sites 
show seating layouts without highlighting the problematic 
seats, so it’s wise to do some independent research 
before making your seat selection. 

 
www.SeatExpert.com
www.SeatGuru.com

 
#10: Learn the lay of the airport to save time when 
you get there, especially if you have a tight 
connection. 

Some airlines schedule connections in a dream 
world, ignoring the possibility that anything can go 
wrong. They allot 30-45 minutes between flights, 
regardless of the distance between gates. 

If you want a general idea of the airport’s layout 
before you arrive, here are some sites to check. 

 
www.AtlasNavigator.com
www.IFly.com
www.WorldAirportGuide.com

 
#11: If you’d prefer to stay on the ground, take the 
train. 

To book rail travel in the U.S., go to 
www.Amtrak.com. But Europe is THE place to travel by 
train. European trains are usually fast, comfortable, 
punctual, and affordable. To explore your options and 
purchase a variety of rail passes for single or multiple 
countries, visit www.RailEurope.com. 

 
#12: Use a hotel search engine to find a good deal 
on accommodations. 

The hotel sites make it easy to compare 
accommodations and rates. If you’re considering a chain 
property like Holiday Inn, also check the corporate Web 
site. 

If the locale is in Europe, www.OctopusTravel.com 
features properties in European cities, but helpfully 
quotes prices in U.S. dollars. 

 
www.ase.net
www.BBOnline.com
www.Hotels.com
www.Innsite.com
www.Quikbook.com

 
#13: If you can live without maid service, rent a place 
of your own. 

Instead of staying in a hotel, these sites will help 
you find a place of your own. 

 
www.familiesfirst.com
www.resortquest.com

 
#14: If you’re traveling by car, check out gas prices 
to avoid sticker shock at the pump. 

At this writing, gas has surpassed $3 a gallon, 
fluctuating wildly all over the country with no ceiling in 
sight. If you’re planning a road trip, you can budget 
accordingly with some idea of gas prices in the places 
you’re visiting. 

 
www.AAA.com
GasBuddy.com 
www.GasPriceWatch.com
www.GasWars.com

 
If you need a gas credit card, comparison shop for 

the best terms at www.CheapestGasPrices.com. 
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#15: If you’ve exhausted the possibilities on land, go 
by water. 

Cruises can offer an economical way to visit many 
places in one trip. Your fare includes your room, meals, 
recreation, entertainment, and you don’t have to worry 
about how to get around. Today’s megaships offer such 
a variety of restaurants and activities, you hardly need a 
destination. 

The cruise lines have been tightening discount 
restrictions on travel agents, so prices are stabilizing 
across the board. When booking a cruise, the same 
caveats apply. 

The best discounts are found by booking as far in 
advance as possible. It used to be that you could get the 
best deal waiting until the last minute, but the lines have 
reversed that thinking because they want to know early if 
their ships are full. 

However, it pays to check a cruise line’s Web site 
before you book any special deals with online agencies. 

 
www.Cruise.com
www.CruiseStar.com
www.CruiseValue.com
www.CruisesOnly.com
www.ICruise.com

 
If you’re interested in other people’s experiences on 

various cruise lines and ships, exhaustive databases of 
discussions and reviews are at www.CruiseCritic.com or 
www.CruiseOpinion.com. These sites also advertise 
special deals on cruises. 

The International Council of Cruise Lines at 
www.iccl.org provides general information on hurricanes, 
security, passport requirements, and how to stay healthy 
at sea. It also has links to its members, which represent 
most of the major lines sailing from U.S. ports. 

 
#16: If your trip could be canceled or disrupted for 
any reason, buy travel insurance. 

Online brokers represent many travel insurers, and 
their sites offer policy comparisons. You can typically 
buy the policies from them, as you would from your local 
insurance agent. 

 
www.InsureMyTrip.com
www.QuoteWright.com
www.TotalTravelInsurance.com
www.TripInsuranceStore.com

 
Don’t assume that all travel insurance is alike; 

compare rates and coverages. In these uncertain times, 
you need to check the fine print to see if such things as 
terrorist acts and natural disasters, either at home or at 
your destination, are covered. Some policies require 
purchase well in advance and will exclude any dicey 
situations that are already known or likely to occur, such 
as an impending hurricane. 

 
 

#17: Make sure your travel insurance coverage fits 
the situation. 

Some travel packages, such as cruises, are sold 
with optional insurance, but it makes no sense to buy 
coverage from the same entity whose problems you 
need protection from. Instead, go with a third-party travel 
insurer. 

Many travel insurers will not cover tickets on airlines 
having widely reported problems, and will publish a list of 
these excluded carriers on their Web site. 

Also, when you purchase optional insurance with 
your travel package instead of buying it from a third 
party, you may never receive the actual policy. If you 
need to file a claim, you could discover that your 
mysterious coverage is as good as no insurance at all. 

These are some of the most popular travel 
insurance companies. 

 
 

www.AccessAmerica.com 
www.CSATravelProtection.com
www.SpecialtyRisk.com 
www.Travelex-Insurance.com
www.TravelGuard.com 
www.WorldAccess.com

 
#18: Research your destination at home so you can 
make the most of your time when you get there. 

Researching your destination is half the fun 
because you find out what you have to look forward to. 
Some of these travel sites allow you to compile your own 
personalized guidebooks with maps and attractions at 
the places you’ll visit. 

 
www.bootsnall.com
www.budgettravel.msnbc.com
www.caribbean-on-line.com
www.Fodors.com 
www.Frommers.com
www.LonelyPlanet.com 
www.tripadvisor.com

 
For links to tourism offices worldwide, try 

www.OfficialTravelInfo.com. 
 

#19: Check U.S. government sites before you travel 
abroad. 

Several departments of the U.S. government 
provide a wealth of current information for travelers. 

Go to travel.state.gov for international information, 
such as warnings about countries considered dangerous 
for Americans. You can also apply for or renew your 
passport there and find out about visa requirements. 

Rules for what you’re allowed to pack in checked 
and carry-on luggage seem to change daily. To avoid 
being embarrassed and delayed for extra security 
searches because you didn’t know your lipstick tube is 
the deadly weapon du jour, go to the Transportation 
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Security Administration’s site at www.TSA.gov for a 
complete list of packing do’s and don’ts. 

If you’re traveling abroad, go to www.Customs.gov 
to find out your spending limits to avoid paying duty on 
souvenirs, as well as what you can legally bring into the 
U.S. 

The Centers for Disease Control at www.CDC.gov 
provides information on vaccinations you may need for 
foreign travel, as well as updates on disease outbreaks 
in other countries. You’ll also find the latest Vessel 
Sanitation Program inspection scores (known as the 
“green sheets”) for all cruise ships sailing from U.S. 
ports. 

 
#20: Don’t want to go alone? Find a traveling 
companion. 

Traveling alone is not for everyone. But even worse 
than the possibility of facing loneliness and danger away 
from home, there’s the much-dreaded “single 
supplement,” where providers charge singles up to 200 
percent of the double occupancy rate. 

Some sites catering to solo travelers offer packaged 
tours and match you up with a roommate so you can 
both skirt the single supplement. 

 
www.AllSinglesTravel.com
www.OSoloMio.com
www.ToShare.org
www.TravelChums.com
www.TravelMatesOnline.com

 

#21: To stay abreast of what’s going on in travel, 
subscribe to online newsletters. 

Many of the travel Web sites, airlines, and cruise 
lines offer free newsletters full of special offers. 
Subscribing can keep you plugged in to the best deals. 
You may even end up planning an affordable getaway 
you wouldn’t have otherwise taken. 

 
www.About.com/travel
www.CoolTravelMail.com
www.HoboTraveler.com
www.NationalGeographic.com
www.SmarterTravel.com
www.TravelExpert.com
www.TRIPinfo.com
www.TripMania.com
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