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setting the stakes
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“I really, really enjoy taking care of travel 

agents,” says Flemming Friisdahl, a seasoned 

travel executive of more than 30 years and 

creator of The Travel Agent Next Door, a travel 

agency service network. 

PAX is sitting with Friisdahl in the bustling lobby of 

the Iberostar Laguna Azul hotel in Varadero, Cuba, 

where more than 60 Canadian travel agents in 

his rapidly-expanding network of members have 

congregated for his company’s second annual 

conference from April 20-27. 

It’s been a busy week for The Travel Agent Next 

Door, or “TTAND” for short, as Friisdahl and his team 

have spent the last few days coordinating and 

hosting a series of workshops, keynote speakers, 

supplier presentations, site inspections (and not 

to mention dance-till-you-drop beach parties) 

for conference attendees from all over Canada.  

“This is our first full conference,” says Friisdahl, noting 

the annual symposium has grown exponentially 

compared to last year’s with more content and 

participants. 

This year the theme is “20/20 Vision,” a phrase 

chosen to teach travel agents about the 

importance of having a clear vision for the next 

five years in order to succeed. 

There’s something on the agenda every day, at 

all hours, and with so much going on, it’s almost 

as if scheduling an interview with Friisdahl to talk 

about his company’s growth over the past year has 

finally given the man an opportunity to sit down 

and take a break. 

“We wanted to create a company where the 

agent is the customer and our partner,” says 

Friisdahl, noting the best feedback he’s received 

from agents attending his conference so far is 

that “they’ve never worked for a company where 

they felt like a family.” 

And what a family it has become. With more than 

200 primary agents and 87 associate agents (and 

counting) in its roster, The Travel Agent Next Door 

has quickly made a name for itself in the world 

of Canadian travel consortiums since Friisdahl 

launched the company on March 19, 2014. 

Friisdahl’s vision behind TTAND was to create 

a company that could provide home-based 

agents, small-to-medium-sized agencies, and 

new agents with unique marketing programs 

and professional guidance designed to maximize 

profitability.

“The company was started to help someone who 

sells travel,” says Friisdahl, specifically pointing to 

home-based agents and small retail agencies 

selling under $2 million dollars, or those “who 

might be struggling or finding the fees too heavy.”

The high fees (and time commitment) associated 

with selling travel, says Friisdahl, are the main 

reasons why agents and agencies join The Travel 

Agent Next Door, which takes care of day-to-day 

duties in one full service. 

“Agencies have to pay consultants, install 

phone and fax systems, conduct payroll, post 

commissions, pay this bill, pay that bill…We take 

care of all of that,” says Friisdahl. 



Friisdahl’s team of 17 staff members 

– the highest staff-to-agent ratio of 

independent contractor networks 

in Canada, he says – are trained to 

take on one’s marketing needs, too, 

providing a fully bookable website 

with six booking engines, social media 

strategies and print tools in partnership 

with Travelsavers. 

The marketing tools don’t carry extra 

fees and agency owners do not 

have to use TTAND’s branding if they 

don’t want to either. Agents also 

have access to referral programs 

and trip giveaways (courtesy of Air 

Canada Vacations) to use as prizing at  

events. 

“We provide a significant amount of 

service so agents can focus on selling 

travel and not have to worry about 

everything else,” says Friisdahl, who 

previously held senior sales and 

marketing roles at MyWurld (Contac), 

Thomas Cook North America and 

DFW Tours before starting TTAND.

It’s clear that travel runs in 

Friisdahl’s blood, but don’t call 

on him to book your next cruise. 

“I’m a terrible travel agent. I 

can’t remember one product 

from another,” he admits, 

bashfully, considering 

himself more of a business 

and numbers guy. 
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Friisdahl’s passion for helping travel agents 

goes as far back to his teenage years. When  

he was 15, he used to clean his parents’ office, a 

Nordic Tours franchise, on weekends. After that 

he worked, albeit briefly, at Alltours, delivering 

documents to travel agents (“That was in 1988 

or 1989, so everything was paper,” he recalls). 

Soon Friisdahl landed his first “real job” at Nordic 

Tours as a full-time destination manager, a 

position that allowed him to live in Denmark, 

Greece, Kenya and Egypt (where he would 

eventually meet his wife, Rhonda Stanley, who 

currently serves as vice-president of talent 

development at TTAND). 

There, “I got to take care of tourists as well as 

travel agents and FAMs,” he says. 

When he returned to Canada, Friisdahl worked for 

Sears Travel, where he’d “go around educating 

agents about groups” for two years, and then went 

back to Nordic and Network and became sales 

manager for Western Canada.  He started a call 

centre in Vancouver for the companies, beginning 

with three people and growing it to 200. 

For Friisdahl, creating a company called The 

Travel Agent Next Door – a name that he says 

describes the local, trusting and accountable 

side of booking travel – was a natural 

progression. 

“When we talk to an agent, we use the word 

partner and customer. That’s very important to 

me. We’re partners and they’re the customer. 

They have to be both and that’s what drives 

me. To see [travel agents] succeed,” he says. 

The Travel Agent Next Door offers three different 

programs (the Home Based Agent program, the 

Agency Support Program; and the New Agent 

program) all of which are led by two TTAND 

teams: one for experienced agents and one 

for new agents. 

Setting aside a team specifically for new agents 

has, so far, been key to TTAND’s success. “We had 

more than 145 people with no travel experience 

reach out to us in our first 11 months of being 

open. We saw a need,” says Friisdahl, whose 

company has so far recruited approximately 

50 agents who are new to the industry.  

TEAM TTAND (from left): Shean Carmichael, marketing coordinator; Natalie Simmons, travel agent support; Penny Martin, VP of agent experience; 

Flemming Friisdahl, founder; Rhonda Stanley, VP of talent development; Lindsay Caven, new agent and supplier manager; Marisa Booth, training and 

development coordinator.
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That is important as Canada’s aging travel agent 

population considers retirement in the next coming 

years. Even Friisdahl admits that 80 per cent of the 

agents attending his conference “will likely retire in 

the next 10 years because of their age group.”

But that doesn’t mean to say TTAND will take on 

any travel agent, or wannabe agent, that comes 

calling. The company strategically accepts seven 

to 10 agents per month so the team can properly 

divide their attention, says Friisdahl. 

“The idea is to sign up agents who we think can 

succeed,” he says. 

Fostering success also has to do with having good 

suppliers in your court to back the process (Sandals 

Resorts and Starwood Hotels and Resorts are TTAND 

partners), and TTAND agents, Friisdahl adds, make 

more money based on the fact they receive one 

of the highest commission splits in the industry and 

have access to exclusive travel deals. 

“It’s about the agent or agencies, their business 

and how we can help them grow. We don’t 

make money unless they’re making money,” 

he says. 

While expanding TTAND into the U.S and 

Quebec is probable, the move isn’t part of 

Friisdahl’s 20/20 vision…yet. 

“This is all about small steps,” he says. “You 

can only do such much at a time and do 

it right.” 

For more information visit 

thetravelagentnextdoor.ca. Pi
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