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			TripAdvisor: The Online Travel Community

			
				
					Key information

					
							Founders: Stephen Kaufer (software engineer educated at Harvard University, born in 1963) and Langley Steinert (educated at Dartmouth College, born in 1963).

							Founded: February 2000 in Needham, Massachusetts (USA).

							Sector: tourism, travel, new technology.

							Marketing area: TripAdvisor is available in 45 countries worldwide, including China under the name daodao.com.

							Number of users: TripAdvisor has purchased 31 brands since it was founded, enabling the company to attract 415 million unique users per month in what has become the world’s largest travel community, which comprises the following brands: AirfareWatchdog, BestTables (now TheFork.com), BookingBuddy, Couverts, Cruise Critic, Dimmi, EveryTrail, Family Vacation Critic, FlipKey, GateGuru, Holiday Lettings, Holiday Watchdog, Iens, The Independent Traveler, Jetsetter, Kuxun, La Fourchette, Mytable, Niumba, OneTime, Oyster, Restopolis, SeatGuru, SeatMe, SmarterTravel, Tingo, TravelPod, TripAdvisor, Tripbod, VacationHomeRentals, Viator and VirtualTourist (now closed).

							Key figures: 

					


			
					2008: annual turnover of $298 million.

					2014: annual turnover of $1.25 billion.

					2015: annual turnover of $1.49 million.

					2016: annual turnover of $1.48 million.

			

			
					Key terms:	Web 2.0: this term was coined in 2007 to refer to the evolution of the internet towards greater interactivity with the emergence of social networks, blogs and crowdsourcing, the most notable example of which is the creation of the collaborative encyclopaedia Wikipedia in 2001.

	Geographic Information System (GIS): this is a database system which is used to gather spatial and geographical data. This has allowed new features to be developed, such as dropping virtual pins on a map, route planning, and close-proximity searches.

	Search Engine Optimisation (SEO): this process aims to make websites more visible and more relevant to internet users. In practice, this involves attracting search engine hits by adopting an effective referencing policy so that individuals who are searching for a particular product or service can find it. The optimisation process is based on the use of key words, site structure, links to other pages, etc.

	Vertical search engines: unlike a generalised search engine like Google, these search engines limit their search to target information hosted on a few specialised websites in a particular field, such as job postings, real estate advertisements or insurance premiums. This means that the results have already been filtered, which allows the user to save time and to target their search more closely.




	

			

	

			


			In February 2000, as Web 2.0 was being developed and travel agencies were making their first successful attempts at moving into online tourism, a Harvard graduate had the idea of creating a platform where consumers would be able to share objective, insightful opinions about their travel experiences. 17 years later, the startup, which has become a multinational company, has managed to create the world’s largest online travel community, despite competition from giants such as Expedia and Booking.

			Although the advent of e-tourism could theoretically have led to direct contact being re-established between tourism professionals and their clients thanks to the digitalisation of the industry after years of all business in the sector being conducted almost entirely through agencies, in the end new intermediaries simply rose up to replace the old ones, including online travel agencies, search engines, and a wide variety of platforms. Initiatives like TripAdvisor actually brought greater transparency to the sector, spurring tourism professionals to improve while giving customers a platform to voice their views.

			However, TripAdvisor has come under fire from the hospitality sector and from European authorities in recent years due to claims that the site’s rating system is unreliable and does not give representative scores, as well as claims that its operating practices are disrespectful to its competitors. The e-tourism sector is no longer a brand-new market, and nowadays it seems to be dominated by a handful of industry giants in the sector, who are perfectly capable of using and abusing their position. This has left tourism professionals scrambling to re-establish direct contact with their clients.

			
				
					The TripAdvisor owl

					TripAdvisor’s iconic logo takes the shape of an owl with enormous eyes: one green, one red. Although the TripAdvisor owl is no stranger to most denizens of the internet, its meaning is less well-known: the green eye symbolises the positive qualities of the establishments listed on the site, while the red eye symbolises their shortcomings.

				

			

			The question is: in a sector as lucrative, competitive and constantly evolving as the e-tourism sector, can TripAdvisor’s community platform stand the test of time and remain an indispensable tool for its millions of users and professional partners?

		


		
			The early days

			Good instincts

			In 1985, just after finishing his studies, Stephen Kaufer cofounded the startup CenterLine Software, which is a supplier of software development tools. In 1998, more than ten years later, he and the other founders sold half of the company’s assets, while the other half became Centerline Development Systems, which was managed by Kaufer’s wife, Caroline.

			That same year, the Kaufers tried to find a good hotel for a trip to Mexico, but the only information they were able to find was unreliable and influenced by heavy bias from tourism professionals. This led them to envision a website which would collect consumer opinions to help travellers who, like them, wanted an effective way of planning their holiday in advance. The Kaufers joined forces with the American businessman Langley Steinert, and founded TripAdvisor two years later, using borrowed computer equipment in the attic above a pizzeria.

			Kaufer holds several patents for IT inventions, and was named “Entrepreneur of the Year” by the financial auditing firm Ernst & Young in 2005. Today, he is considered an expert in the tourism and new technology sectors. 2005 was also the year that Steinert left TripAdvisor to found CarGurus, a website which gathers sales offers for new cars and also gives users the chance to review various vehicle models or to sell their own car.

			Web 2.0

			The Kaufers are a perfect example of the way the internet transformed in the early 2000s, when internet users were no longer confined to a passive role, but were able to start participating in the creation of digital content.

			During this period, forums for discussing and sharing information and advice about all kinds of topics were becoming widespread; this was also when Wikipedia, the online collaborative encyclopaedia and one of the best examples of global crowdsourcing, first appeared. Although this trove of public knowledge was initially disparaged as inferior to traditional sources of information, which were viewed as more reliable, it has since become an indispensable, multilingual, diversified gateway to all kinds of constantly updated information. Similarly, platforms such as Myspace where users could share music, photos and videos started appearing from 2003 onwards. Although its popularity has waned in recent years, Myspace became the fourth most popular site in the world (after Yahoo, AOL, and MSN) just two years after it was founded.

			Online mapping

			In the 1980s, Geographical Information Systems (GIS) were developed in the USA and Canada, which spawned a whole host of new functions which can nowadays be easily accessed by any internet user.

			For anyone planning a trip 20 years ago, it was essential to acquire the most up-to-date local maps available, as well as a few cultural guides and hotel brochures. Of course, anyone with a smartphone can now go globetrotting armed with nothing more than Google Maps, which they can use to find the hotels with the highest ratings or the most recommendations, to plan their route, and even to visit certain monuments virtually before committing to a decision to visit in person. Thanks to the development of programmes which enable data to be stored, managed, analysed and formatted, the use of online maps and GPS systems has become universal.

			
				
					Pushing the (virtual) boundaries of time and space

					On 20 July 2005, Google Maps celebrated the anniversary of the day the first man set foot on the moon by adding images provided by NASA. This service, which is known as Google Moon, allows users to take a virtual stroll on the moon, as well as to view the landing sites of the various missions that were sent to the moon.

					Since late 2008, Google Earth has also incorporated a temporal dimension to its service. This initially took the form of allowing users to explore a virtual version of the streets of Rome as they would have looked during antiquity. Each of the 6700 buildings included in this feature came with a brief educational description, making the experience even more like a guided tour. This digital simulation was the fruit of a project called Rome Reborn, and was overseen by a team of American, French and Italian researchers. Although this service is no longer available, Google Earth added a new feature called Timelapse in 2013, which uses archival satellite footage to illustrate how the face of the planet has changed over the past 30 years.

				

			

			Ultra-mobility

			According to statistics published by the ITU (International Telecommunication Union), the number of mobile phone subscriptions rose from 34 to 93 per 100 individuals living in the world between 2005 and 2013. Thanks to geolocalisation and instant online data updates, users can receive directions to any location, even in their local neighbourhood. Natives and tourists often use the same services to find an open restaurant with good reviews within a certain area. The online tourism sector has effectively revolutionised the industry: rather than simply receiving assistance while planning their holiday, travellers now benefit from a personalised, real-time service which accompanies them throughout their trip.

			Community tourism

			In 2000, the total global number of tourists arriving at an international destination hit the record-breaking figure of 697 million, which is equivalent to 22 tourists arriving per second. This data, which was published by the World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO), refers to individuals travelling to any country where they are not a resident, for a stay of less than one year, for any reason other than professional purposes. This generated a global revenue of €476 billion in 2000, which represented a 4.5% increase compared to 1999.

			Today, these figures have more than doubled, which attests to humanity’s never-ending wanderlust and desire to try new experiences in the furthest corners of the world. The need for community platforms to help individual travellers find ways of travelling within their budget without drowning in a sea of promotional offers became more and more urgent as traditional travel guides, whose offers and recommendations had once been so highly valued and widely heeded, were struggling to keep up with the constant changes in the sector. This was partially because this information was becoming more widely available through newly emerging mediums, and partially because travellers had ever-higher expectations, for example regarding how quickly information became available.

			This community dynamic is primarily based on seeking out people who have had similar experiences and swapping stories about them, which functions provided that these exchanges are honest and authentic. The “greeter” phenomenon, which first appeared in New York in the 1990s as a way of improving the image of certain districts, is a similar form of participative tourism which has enjoyed great success. Instead of visiting a city as part of a guided tour, or alone with nothing more than a map, the “greeter” – a local volunteer with a passion for their city – shows the visitor around their favourite parts of the city, avoiding the usual tourist traps.

			Another significant example is the success of couchsurfing. The eponymous corporation was launched as a non-profit organisation in 2004. Its founders included the American computer programmer Casey Fenton, whose aim was to provide a way for travellers from around the world to help and learn from each other. After operating as a non-profit for seven years, it was converted into a for-profit company in May 2011, and the website currently boasts 15 million users, or “couchsurfers”, living in over 200 000 towns and cities worldwide.

			In addition to the many websites which are free to use, individuals can also use the many newly founded networks which offer paid services for travellers, but are still community-oriented with no ties to the professional tourism industry, with the community platform Airbnb being the standout example. Airbnb was launched in 2008, and allows homeowners to let out part of or their entire home to tourists who want to immerse themselves in local life – at prices which are often significantly lower than those set by hotels. The site has become a real phenomenon, with 10 million overnight stays being booked over just four of the years it has been operational.

			Community tourism
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					Did you know?

					Paris, which is the world’s top tourist destination, with 47 million visitors in 2013 alone, is also the most popular destination on Airbnb: well over 1.8 million tourists have booked a room in the French capital since the site was launched, and more than 40 000 rooms have been advertised in Paris alone.

				

			

		


		
			TripAdvisor’s evolution

			How does it work?

			The world’s largest travel community

			With 415 million unique visitors per month, and a total of 535 million reviews submitted about 7 million establishments in the tourism sector, TripAdvisor has brought together the world’s largest community of travellers.

			Kaufer established a reputation as a pioneer when he harnessed the momentum of Web 2.0 in 2000 to create a crowdsourced platform: in other words, a website which hosts exclusively user-generated content. This model theoretically guarantees that the reviews posted online will be authentic and honest, as they have supposedly been written by other clients who have previously planned and experienced a visit to these tourist attractions or lodgings – just like the future travellers viewing their review at a later date while planning their own trip.

			The site’s users, who are themselves active contributors, generally aim to provide reviews which build up the reliability of their profile so as to be considered trustworthy by the rest of the community. In fact, in 2010 TripAdvisor added an “Instant personalisation” feature, which allows users to connect to their Facebook account, meaning that they can easily find their friends’ profiles and follow their reviews. At its core, the system is based on the assumption that the authors of the site’s reviews also read the reviews posted by other users. This would then motivate them to ensure that their own reviews are as honest and accurate as possible so as to ensure that the website’s content – of which they are also consumers – is of the highest quality possible.

			Crowdsourcing
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					Did you know?

					Brad Reynolds, a 38-year-old American teacher and expat, is TripAdvisor’s most active contributor, having posted 66 000 reviews and 40 000 photos from nearly 400 towns and cities in around 50 different countries – that averages out to about 2 reviews per day! His comments have been read by millions of people around the world.

				

			

			An innovative, highly effective business model

			Kaufer’s original idea was to put his skills as a software engineer to good use by developing a vertical search engine focused on the tourism sector which would be used by professionals in that field. In those days, tripadvisor.com was nothing more than a means of demonstrating the tool’s potential. A year and a half later, the project had met with less success than anticipated by its founders, and the tragic events of 11 September 2001 dealt a heavy blow to the tourism industry. Although the United States was naturally the worst affected, with a 12.6% dip in the arrival of foreign tourists, Muslim countries also registered very low figures in the last quarter of 2001 (900 000 fewer foreign tourists arriving in Egypt), and travellers from around the globe felt a great deal less safe in the following months (Gas 2002).

			However, this did not discourage Kaufner, as it was around this time that he realised that his demo site was attracting a great deal of traffic, chiefly from users interested in the comments and reviews left by other users who had no affiliation with his company, and who had created this content voluntarily. He decided to enhance the online experience, using an economic model based on

			
			
			
					70% was from the commissions TripAdvisor takes when a user clicks on the link to a hotel’s website in order to make a booking.

					11% was from selling advertising space on the TripAdvisor website.

					19% was from subscription fees. This service, which was launched in 2008, allows professionals to publish their contact details on the site directly, to advertise special offers or new features so as to stand out from their competitors, to gain access to the statistics regarding web traffic on their TripAdvisor pages, and to upload photo slide shows of their establishments.

			

			TripAdvisor and Expedia

			A winning partnership

			
			Unfair trading and lack of transparency
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