
Odysseys Unlimited 
COVID-19 as a Catalyst for Change 

How the pandemic reshaped our technology and customer service for the 

better

Presented by: Elizabeth Bougie Director, Reservations, Customer Service & 
Staffing and Melissa Hampton-Steele Senior Manager, Reservations & Customer 

Service

The Small Group Travel Experience 



Who we are
• Elizabeth Bougie: Director, Reservations, 

Customer Service & Staffing 

• Melissa Hampton Steele: Senior Manager, 
Reservations & Customer Service



Discussion Points
• About Odysseys Unlimited 

• Pre-Pandemic Operations

• Pandemic Disruption (2020–2021)

• Adapting Through Innovation (2021–2023)

• Emerging from the pandemic alongside continued 
tech expansion

• Key Takeaways



About Odysseys Unlimited
• Founded 1998, over 25 years in small group travel

• Tours in Europe, Americas, Africa, Asia, Australia & 

New Zealand

• Groups: 12–24 guests

• Partnerships: Smithsonian, alumni associations

• Seven time honoree of Travel + Leisure’s World’s 

Best Tour Operators award





Pre-Pandemic Operations 
(Prior to March 2020)

• Communication:
⚬ Minimal email; most handled by phone & 

mail

• Technology:
⚬ Basic guest portal with limited functionality
⚬ Hardwired phone system

• Guest Services Team & training:
⚬ Structure and focus
⚬ Training done in-person shadowing at 

colleague desks



• Tours halted mid-operation

• Guest safety: immediate recalls and cancellations

• High volume of guest communication

March 2020 - April 2021
The COVID-19 Pandemic Begins



Immediate Challenges
• Guests abroad needing safe return

• Mass cancellations & re-bookings

• Adapting communication to accommodate high volume



Transition to Remote 
Work

• Hardwired phones rerouted to personal devices

• No wrap-up time, minimal reporting

• Rapid adoption of new VOIP system

• Shift to digital documents via guest portal



Guest Communication Shifts

• Guest demographic embraced digital tools

• Enhancements to the online portal 

• Stronger reliance on email and digital confirmations



Training & Team Engagement

• Remote training via Zoom using screen and 
audio sharing

• Virtual coffee breaks & team projects

• Process documentation to strengthen 
knowledge base



Tour Director Initiatives

• Virtual meetups with past guests

• Video presentations and travel tips

• YouTube content creation





Reopening & Recovery 2021–2023

• First domestic tour resumed: National Parks in 

April 2021

• First international tour resumed: Iceland in May 

2021

• Navigating complex entry requirements: tests, 

vaccines, and paperwork

• Insurance policy updates to match quarantine 

needs

• Waivers and safety guidelines 



Emerging from the 
pandemic alongside 

continued tech expansion 

• New roles created to streamline 
workload

• Expanded guest & partner portals

• New website: live inventory & 
dynamic pricing

• Enhanced guest management 
system with real-time emails 

• Flexible travel program

• New digital Tour Member 
Evaluations

• Expanded call analytics and 
functionality enabled by VOIP 
technology



Key Takeaways

• COVID accelerated digital adoption

• Flexibility and adaptability are essential

• Guest-centric focus remains our guide

• Lasting improvements: stronger systems, stronger 
service



We hope you jump into an Odysseys Tour Sometime Soon!
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