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CAREERS

managing director of Travelbag 
Lesley Rollo on her career journey

How I got here

nspired to pursue a career that would enable her to  
trot the globe, Lesley Rollo has spent the last 25 years 
working for some of the UK’s biggest travel retailers, 

such as TUI and Thomas Cook. She joined luxury long-haul 
retailer Travelbag in 2019 as managing director, overseeing a 
team of 150 across sales, marketing, product and commercial.
I studied French and Spanish at university, 
which meant a year living overseas to 
improve my language skills. Realising I wanted  
a job where I could see the world, I began working for a 
travel agency as a product executive in ski holidays. As the 
person putting together the brochures, I was tasked with 
going out to all the destinations to organise the contracts  
with hotels and villas – an incredibly exciting job!
I moved to British Airways in the late 1990s, 
where I was responsible for the Caribbean. 
At the time, it was the most popular long-haul destination 
and I loved the fact you could get to Antigua, my favourite 
island, on a direct flight from London. I spent a lot of time 
there and even met my husband on a flight to Antigua – he 
was cabin crew! I then looked after the United States and 
Indian Ocean and moved to Thomas Cook to oversee Asia 

and Australia. It meant that, by the time I was 35, I had  
pretty much travelled the world.  
Becoming Product and Purchasing 
Director for TUI Specialist long haul was  
a pivotal moment, as I became more engaged 
with other areas of the business. I knew the 
destinations better than anyone else, so I got involved in 
marketing, as well as training the people who sell the holidays. 
Then a maternity cover role came up as managing director of 
TUI’s Hayes & Jarvis tour operator, and I got to show more 
of my capabilities. The managing director eventually moved 
on and I came back to the position permanently.
After 10 years with TUI, I became the 
Managing Director of Travelbag in 2019. 
When Travelbag first approached me, it was best known for 
cheap holidays that were very Dubai-focused, but the then 

chief executive had a vision for a total rebrand. As a result, 
we shifted the customer demographic and expanded 
destinations to Africa and Australia. We wanted the brand  
to be much more service-oriented rather than a budget 
operator, and over the past few years, we’ve seen the 
differences in the value of bookings. When I first joined, the 
average booking value was £2,700 – now it’s around £8,000. 
As a long-haul travel company, we don’t 
get as many customers asking about 
sustainable travel as we would like. Flying 
makes travelling responsibly more challenging, but there are 
more sustainable ways to travel large distances – some 
airlines are more efficient than others, for example, because 
their aircraft are newer and better designed. We are seeing 
demand growing for authentic experiences that support local 
economies, whether that’s working with a local tour guide or 
eating at local restaurants. Long-haul holidays may be 
far-flung, but there are lots of ways to travel better.
Right now, we’re seeing travel finally 
bouncing back to its pre-pandemic levels. 
More than 55% of all holidays we’re selling are multi-centre 
trips, showing us that customers want to make the most of 

their time away and see more places. Few retail industries 
were hit as hard by the pandemic as us – we lost our revenue 
overnight, and we couldn’t furlough staff because we needed 
them to issue refunds. All we could do was try to keep our 
customers thinking about travel through our marketing, and 
I’m proud that we managed to retain our staff and customers.
With the price of travelling as it is, going 
on holiday is still regarded as something 
of a treat. Part of our job is to help customers find the 
value in their holidays, and there are lots of destinations where 
you can get more for your money. This summer is a good time 
to go to Sri Lanka, which is overall great value, Thailand, as 
accommodation is reasonable, or South Africa, where food 
and drink are affordable and the exchange rate is good. Things 
ebb and flow – the Maldives used to be considered remote, 
but now people don’t think twice about going for five days!

‘By the time I was 35, I had pretty much travelled the world’

AS
 TO

LD
 TO

: B
RY

O
N

Y 
G

O
O

CH
. P

H
O

TO
G

RA
PH

Y:
 IR

IN
A 

JA
N

YS


