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Travelling man: John Boulding
ANN RUPPENSTEIN

As Insight’s John Boulding readies for retirement, CTP
looks back on his impressive career.
John Boulding, the director of Insight Vacations &
Luxury Gold, actually got his start with The Travel
Corporation long before taking on a leadership role.
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“I’ve been back with the
company since 1997, so 20
years heading up Insight,
but I come from an earlier
time to that. I started with
Contiki in 1979 as a tour
director – that’s how I
started in the business,”
he told Canadian Travel
Press. “Then I went into
operations management
with Contiki and moved to
Insight in 1985, and then
left in ‘92 to go to a big
German operator as managing director – that was
my first managing director
role – and then had my

own business, which I sold
and came back in 1997. So
a long time! A long time in
the business.”
While Boulding has
announced impending
plans for his retirement
later this year, making way
for new CEO Ulla Hefel
Böhler, he’s currently
aligned with the premium
and luxury tour operator’s
target demographic – and
says the best part of his
role is being involved in
every aspect of running
the business.
“Our core customer,

67% of our guests are baby
boomers, 19% are older,
then we have younger
people too, but that means
I’m right in the main segment myself and so I really
get what the product is
about,” he says. “I really get
what the guests’ aspirations
are and that’s exciting.
I’m involved right across
the business – I can help
shape and change things
and develop the program
and I really get it. I really
do understand what our
customers are looking for
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so that’s what I do.”
On the road for roughly
six months out of the year,
his travels are typically
spread across the sales
season from August to early
March, which consists of
launching Insight Vacations
& Luxury Gold programs
to internal teams and then
promoting the itineraries
around the world, and the
operational season when
trips tend to be more shorthaul, as well as on dropping
in on tours that are underway around the globe.
“It’s a challenging role
because it’s been tough
times. The last couple of
years have not been easy.
There have been a lot of misconceptions around travel,
and people have worried
sometimes about going to
Europe because of things
they’ve seen in the press or
in the news,” he
says. “We’ve had to
work very hard to
explain the misconceptions that people
have had – that you
can actually go and
have a great time.”
Despite those
setbacks to travel,
he says sales are
currently booming.
“It’s a real bounceback, and we’re
seeing very strong
sales; people have
gotten over those
sort of concerns.
They know that
when they travel
with us we’re going to look after them, we’re going to take care
of them, and they can travel at ease,” he says. “With the pent up
demand over the last couple of years, the prime customer being
tour group sizes and reconfigure the motor coaches for business
a boomer essentially, who has got good disposable income, and
class legroom.
wanting to have great travel experiences and getting engaged and the
“Ever since then we’ve had this very unique proposition,” he says.
product has changed to meet those aspirations – we’re doing very cool
“We always were a premium operator with great hotels in the right
stuff with food and wine and experiences and making introductions
location and bucket-list inclusions
to local people that really stand out – all of
that people really look forward to,
that are really aligning now, and we’ve got
It’s a challenging role because it’s
so we’re not nickel-and-diming people.
very strong sales, so I’m very happy.”
been tough times. The last couple
We’ve always been in a premium
As for career highlights, he points back
of years have not been easy...
position, but that was a highlight
to 2003 and the decision to launch smaller
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of those guys will tell me it changed their lives, the influences that I
coming up with when we created that proposition for our guests.
had on them because they are young and impressionable,” he says.
It was a real highlight. It made a big change in the business. It really
“As was I – my trainer was someone I still regard, look back on and
moved it forward.”
He also recognizes the time he spent running his own businesses as remember as someone who influenced my life hugely, changed my
career basically. Changed my mind to how to take on a completely
a special part of his career – despite having some lows along the way.
different role.”
“To have been in that business and learn from the mistakes I’ve
While technology continues to positively impact travel, along
made was very, very major, because we had a good business, but we
with creating some business challenges, he believes tour operators
made mistakes too. That was a very big learning curve, and it certainly
remain relevant because they offer curated
enabled me to do what I do today,” he says.
experiences and itineraries that simply can’t be
“Failure is just as [important] as successes
Failure is just as [important]
put together online.
are, and we’ve all learned from the hard times
as successes are and we’ve
“The travel industry has grown enormously
we’ve been through, haven’t we? Whether it
all learned from the hard
because of the Internet enabling people to grow
was 9/11 or whether it was the financial crisis
times we’ve been through,
and learn and has brought in some edgy new
or whether it was terrorism, you learn and you
haven’t
we?...
opportunities, but we’ve responded to that, and
grow and you get stronger because of that.”
I think that’s a big challenge we’ve succeeded in
Reflecting back on some of his biggest career
overcoming,” he says. “Our business has really grown and is growing
influences, he recalls how transformative the training experience was
constantly with new destinations, new experiences, new opportunleading up to becoming a tour director with Contiki.
ities for guests that we’re curating and providing, that you can’t do on
“Anyone who has worked for Contiki as a tour director will tell
your own. What we do at the end of the day, is link 100s of componyou that the foundation of their career was in the training Contiki
ents into a seamless experience, which technology just doesn’t do yet.
does for its tour directors. It’s absolutely outstanding, and the person
I’m not sure it ever will, because it’s not creating the same atmosphere
who leads you on that really becomes your mentor. I did it myself – I
trained other tour directors three years in a row, and still today, some you get with the group dynamics.”

Talking travel with
John Boulding
What are some of your favourite
destinations?
I love Peru. It should be on everyone’s
bucket list, if it’s not already. I love
Italy. I’ve travelled and lived in Italy,
and I just think it’s one of those destinations that people go back and back to.
I’m now living in Geneva, Switzerland,
and having a lot of fun there, the family
is loving it. I would recommend people
spend time there.

Speaking of Peru – have you
hiked the Inca Trail?
No, I haven’t yet – that’s something
I want to go back and do. I love
South America generally and am
really happy that we now have a full
spectrum product in South America.
My last trip to South America was in
Brazil, and I had a terrific time.

What’s your pick for a hot new
destination?
I think Croatia is really growing. I’ve been
there many times, way back in the day
when it was part of Yugoslavia, but today
it’s much more accessible. We do some
really nice things there – mega-yacht

cruising, going inland to Sarajevo, Bosnia
and going to that part of the world. I think
it’s just fabulous. I think Game of Thrones
has definitely awakened people to the
beauty of it.

didn’t do it was on a trip to the States –
I packed it all in my suitcase and my
suitcase got lost. I pack it flat. I always
carry one pair of black shoes, one pair
of brown shoes.

What’s still on your personal
bucket list?

What’s the best meal you’ve had
on the road?

More of South America. Indochina, too.
I have not been to Cambodia yet. I’ve
been to a lot of places in the world in
my time and going back is sometimes
as much fun as going for the first time
because when you go back you pick up
so much more, don’t you.

I was at the Villa Le Maschere in Italy.
I joined a group of journalists on our
Ultimate Italy itinerary, and we had just
the most amazing meal in the most
amazing renaissance villa in the Tuscan
countryside. The chef is a Masterchef
and the food was exquisite. I’ve also had
amazing food in the Loire Valley at the
Château De Rochecotte, which is on our
premium program; they have farm-totable food that is just to die for in France.
And then Ashford Castle in Ireland. Just
amazing food.

How many countries have
you been to?
I’ve got an app called Been. I’ve been
to 35% of the countries in the world. In
Europe I’ve been to 94%. But I’ve just
been multiple, multiple times.

Do you have a travel ritual?
I pack a lot – like every other week I’m
away – so I’m always packing. I have
a ritual of what to pack and how to
pack. I always take a slim suit carrier
and take that with my hand baggage.
In there I’ve got all my work items –
items that I need to keep secure, and
one suit, one shirt, spare underwear
and a tie because if ever my bag goes
missing, I’ve got that. The one time I

Any travel advice to share?
It’s been said before, but going with
an open mind is a really big thing.
Remember you’re the guest in their
country if you are travelling internationally. And you do behave in someone’s
home as the home owner does and that’s
true of travel in their country. That’s the
biggest secret to travel in a way: have
respect for the local people wherever
they are, whatever they do, have respect
and have fun learning new things.
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