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SOCIAL REVIEW GIANT TRIPADVISOR 
IS RESHAPING THE TRAVEL INDUSTRY 

AND HOTELS NEED TO ADJUST 
TO THE NEW GROUPTHINK

TRIP
POWER

B Y  E R I C  R A S K I N
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T
here’s no Aaron 
Sorkin script and 
no Trent Reznor 
soundtrack associ-
ated with the little 
website Steve Kaufer 
started in 2000. But 

before there was a Facebook to take 
the term social media mainstream 
and eventually turn Mark Zuckerberg 
into an iconic fi lm character, there was 
TripAdvisor. It is the hospitality indus-
try’s original form of social media. And 
13 years into its run, it is consistently 
among the 250 most heavily tra�  cked 
websites in the world, an industry giant 
employing nearly 2,000 people and re-
defi ning the connection between hotels 
and their guests.

TripAdvisor was one of the early 
adopters of user-generated content, 
giving the consumer a place to review 
and rate all things travel-related. 
From that simple concept grew a site 
attracting more than 53 million unique 
visitors per month. And from it grew a 
publicly traded company that reported 
revenues of $255 million in the most 
recent fi scal quarter, up 19.9 percent 
from the same period a year ago.

Adele Gutman, the vice president of 
sales, marketing, and revenue for the 
Library Hotel Collection in New York 
City, recalls that she fi rst started paying 
serious attention to TripAdvisor in 

about 2004 or 2005. Soon after, she 
was at an industry event and found 
herself standing next to a sales and 
marketing executive from the Sofi tel. 
“I said, ‘You’re No. 1 on TripAdvisor, 
that’s so awesome!’ And she didn’t have 
a clue what TripAdvisor was,” Gutman 
remembers. “But nobody doesn’t know 
what TripAdvisor is now. It is a phe-
nomenal tool if you can embrace it as 
an opportunity to drive incredible traf-
fi c to your hotel. It’s recognition that 
you don’t have to pay for, but rather you 
have to earn.”

LONG, STRANGE TRIP
TripAdvisor wasn’t actually intended 
to be a travel review site at all. CEO and 
Founder Kaufer was just a family man 
with young kids trying to plan a vacation 
to Mexico, struggling to fi nd substantive 
information online about the property 
at which he was considering staying. So 
he was inspired to build a search engine 
that would aggregate all the mentions of 
a property, with a business model based 
around syndicating that feed to larger 
portals. It didn’t prove especially lucra-
tive at fi rst. But there was an additional 
component to the site that Kaufer added 
almost as an afterthought, a feature that 
allowed travelers to comment on their 
experiences at the various properties, 
and that element of the site was gaining 
traction while the Massachusetts-
headquartered startup was otherwise 
sinking. So Kaufer redirected the ap-
proach and made traveler feedback the 
focal point.

With its new direction TripAdvisor 
took o� , and in 2004 it was purchased 
by the New York–based Internet com-
pany InterActive Corporation, which 
made TripAdvisor part of a group of 
travel businesses under the Expedia 
banner in August 2005. But even after 
it was apparent that the website was a 
success, many corners of the hotel in-
dustry were slow to embrace it. “In the 
mid-2000s, some hoteliers were notic-

ing how TripAdvisor was 
helping their business, 
but most were simply ig-
noring it, hoping it would 
go away,” says Daniel 
Edward Craig, founder 
of the marketing, social 
media, and reputation 
management strate-

gy company Reknown (which lists 
TripAdvisor as a client). TripAdvisor 
Head of Industry Relations Brian Payea 
remembers attending a conference of 
small properties in 2007, where “there 
was a lot of resistance and negativity 
to the idea that travelers had the right 
to say anything that they wanted about 
their experience.”

With time and a preponderance of 
evidence about how the review busi-
ness had evolved, however, eventually 
even the hotel industry’s equivalent 
of fl at-earthers came to accept and 

“Everybody’s always asking me what the trick 
is. The trick is, there is no trick. We just pay 

attention to every single complaint.” 
—Adele Gutman, VP of Sales, Marketing, 

and Revenue, Library Hotel Collection 

{REVENUE REVIEW}

Where TripAdvisor’s 
revenue comes from 

$189.3 million
Click-based advertising

$30.5 million
Display-based 
advertising

$35.3 million
Subscription/
transaction/other

TOTAL: $255.1 million
NOTE: FIGURES ARE FROM THIRD QUARTER 2013

74%

12%

14%
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MOVING 
TARGET
Top-ranking hotels 
can never rest 
on their laurels
A higher TripAdvisor ranking means 
more visitors to your page, more 
traffi c to booking channels, and 
greater demand for rooms and 
services. So what are the secrets 
to climbing the ranks? Here are 
eight key strategies that managers 
at top-ranking hotels shared with 
Daniel Edward Craig, a former hotel 
GM and founder of Reknown.

Provide truly remarkable service. 
Often it’s not the lavish gestures that 

travelers mention in reviews but the little 

details, unexpected surprises, and special 

attention from staff.

Be true to brand. It’s not about being 

the most luxurious—it’s about staying 

true to your identity. That requires strong 

leadership and a clear vision.

Be refreshingly honest. Rather than 

overstating benefi ts or omitting realities, 

manage guest expectations by being pain-

fully authentic when describing the hotel 

on your website.

Mobilize the whole team. Give every-

one a stake in the property by posting 

reviews and letting front- and back-of-

house employees know when they are 

mentioned by name. 

Offer great value. Top-ranking hotels 

steer clear of surprise fees and are 

generous with extras, such as free WiFi. 

When making these decisions, hotels 

must now factor in the costs and benefi ts 

to reputation.

Do it with passion every day. Find 

employees with a positive attitude who 

will treat guests as though they are family 

in your home.

Focus on traditional hospitality. Set 

the guest experience as a top priority 

and engage every department in a formal 

reputation management program.

Prevent escalation. Train and empower 

staff to identify and resolve on-property 

issues before they escalate to online 

complaints. 

embrace TripAdvisor. The company 
was spun o�  from Expedia and went 
public in December 2011. In April 2012, 
it launched a connection with Facebook 
that enabled users to sort reviews to see 
those written specifi cally by friends, 
providing a fi tting formal link between 
the two social media titans.

WORKING THE SYSTEM
Taking an “if you can’t beat ’em, join 
’em” approach, hoteliers have stopped 
ignoring or rejecting TripAdvisor and are 
now asking, “How can I get it working for 
me?” That’s a question for which Adele 
Gutman has quite a few of the answers, 
as the four Library Hotel Collection 
properties—Library Hotel, Hotel Gira� e, 
Hotel Elysée, and Casablanca Hotel—are 
all consistently rated in the TripAdvisor 
top 10 for New York, and even enjoyed 
a remarkable three-week run in 2010 in 
which they ranked No. 1 through 4.

“Everybody’s always asking me what 
the trick is,” Gutman says. “The trick is, 
there is no trick. We just pay attention to 
every single complaint. We don’t need 25 
people to complain about the same thing 
before we respond. If one person com-
ments on a problem, we work as a team to 
address it so the reviews can get better.”

Craig’s experience backs that up: “Ho-
teliers are looking to crack the code and 

think there’s some mysterious way about 
how the popularity index works. But 
it’s really quite simple: running a great 
hotel, setting realistic expectations, then 
exceeding them. That drives positive 
reviews, which increases rankings.”

Gutman does single out two common 
mistakes she has seen other properties 
make that can negatively impact their 
standing. The fi rst is issuing customer 
surveys, which Gutman says “dilute the 
volume of reviews online. My feeling is, 
whatever you have to say about us, good 
or bad, please put it on TripAdvisor. The 
more reviews I have, the better.” The sec-
ond is that hotels will assign a junior em-
ployee to respond to reviews rather than 
someone capable of making management 
decisions—a sign that they still don’t take 
TripAdvisor and the online community 
seriously enough. 

That ties into a larger o� ense many 
hotel operators commit: responses for 
the sake of response. The rate of man-
agement responses to TripAdvisor user 
comments doubled from 2011 to 2012 
and continued to increase in 2013; one 
out of every four new reviews now gets a 
management response. But it doesn’t get 
you very far if you o� er empty responses. 
The external response must be accom-
panied by an internal response, using the 
feedback to drive decisions and make 
improvements within the hotel.

“You need a management response 
that really addresses hospitality, candidly 
and transparently,” Payea says. “Man-
agement should be mining the reviews 
for ideas on how to perfect the guest ex-
perience, instead of just looking at them 
as something where they can just check a 
box—‘I did a management response, now 
I’m going to have an improved online 
reputation.’ Just showing up isn’t going to 
move the needle. It has to be substantive. 
It has to give the customer confi dence 
and address the issues.”

CASH FLOW
TripAdvisor’s revenues come from 
a variety of sources (see “Revenue 
Review”), but the primary one has 
always been click-through advertising. 
Display-based advertising is growing 
more rapidly than click-through, up 
29 percent in the third quarter of 2013 
over 2012, compared to 13 percent 
growth for click-based.
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“Then there are numerous other 
sources of revenue, including a subscrip-
tion model,” notes TripAdvisor Global 
VP of Sales Julio Bruno. “We also have 
partnerships—for example, when we do 
syndication of our product. And we have 
business listings, which is when a prop-
erty is putting up a listing with a special 
o� er. We also have the vacation rental 
side. One thing we don’t do is act as a 
travel agent. We never take a percentage 
of a booking.”

Though TripAdvisor doesn’t make 
money directly o�  bookings, it is now 
ranked as the No. 1 source of tra�  c for 
online bookings. And with the rollout 
of its TripConnect service in October, 
independent hotels with a business 
listing can compete alongside online 
travel agencies and large chains and 
drive direct bookings from TripAdvisor 
to their own property’s website.

Part of TripAdvisor’s popularity with 
consumers is based on its reputation 

as an unbiased source of reviews and 
rankings. “You can’t be at the top of 
Expedia unless you’re booking a lot of 
business on Expedia. That’s true of any 
OTA; they’re biased toward hotels that 
book more,” says Gutman. “TripAdvisor 
is the most unbiased place, because 
it is agnostic of how you booked your 
reservation.”

Naturally, much of TripAdvisor’s 
overwhelming success relative to other 
sites stems from it being fi rst to market 
in this particular space, though it takes 
much more than that to grow at the rate 
TripAdvisor has. “TripAdvisor was at the 
forefront of a huge trend, and they’ve 
managed to dominate the market,” Craig 
says. “There are several reasons for that, 
I think. One is the tra�  c it receives. 
Second is the volume of content—a huge 
volume of new reviews posted every day. 
Content is king online; it helps their 
search ranking and drives new tra�  c. 
And the third is consumer confi dence. 
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TRIPADVISOR’S 
BIGGEST 
ANNOUNCEMENTS 
OF 2013

MAR
 Becomes � rst travel 

site to reach 100 million 
reviews and opinions, a 
more than 50 percent in-
crease year-over-year

APR
 Introduces Green-

Leaders program, which 
highlights U.S. accom-
modations engaging in 
environmentally friendly 
practices

JUN
 Launches all-in-one 

Hotel Price Comparison 
search, which allows 
visitors to TripAdvisor 
sites to see real-time room 
rates and availability from 
various booking partners 
at the same time

OCT
 Unveils TripConnect, 

a self-service platform de-
signed to help independent 
owners drive more direct 
bookings

NOV
 Forms partnership 

with Bing.com to embed 
its price comparison tools, 
traveler reviews, and pho-
tos into the search engine 
results display 

DEC
 Added to the Nasdaq-

100 Index of the largest 
non-� nancial stocks. 
TripAdvisor joins Expedia 
in the index just two years 
after it was spun o� 

The Screening Process
From the start, the most common criticism of TripAdvisor (not to mention the 
impetus for the occasional lawsuit) has been that consumer reviews posted 
on the site can potentially be fraudulent—that a hotel employee can write a 
dishonest positive review of his/her own property or a dishonest negative 
review of a competitor’s. The integrity of the content is obviously a top 
priority to TripAdvisor, so the company employs more than 100 people who 
speak more than 20 different languages, most of them with a background in 
credit-card fraud and/or military intelligence, to try to identify instances of 
review fraud.

So how does the process work? First, every piece 
of new content on the site goes through a battery of 
automated tests and fi lters. According to TripAdvisor 
Head of Industry Relations Brian Payea, when a post 
is fl agged as questionable, the anti-fraud team 
springs into action and investigates the post 
and where it’s coming from. All reports are 
acted upon within 72 hours.

But there’s a separate line of de-
fense that’s every bit as important as 
the automated process: the TripAdvisor 
community. Anyone using the site can fl ag 
a review as objectionable, and TripAdvisor 
takes every such fl ag seriously.

“If travelers didn’t trust the information they 
found on TripAdvisor, it would cease to be a useful vehicle,” 
Payea says. “It’s imperative to understand that our growth 
is largely linked to the success of that content integrity 
process.”
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Social media enables people to easily connect 
with the advertising source that they trust 
most, which is other consumers.

“Also, TripAdvisor offers varied func-
tions—planning, sorting, and filtering 
functions—that really help you plan a trip. 
That’s something other review sites don’t do 
as well.”

TRIPADVISOR’S NEXT JOURNEY
TripAdvisor may be the leader in its not-
so-little niche, but there are certainly some 
powerful competitors in the travel-planning 
market, such as Google, which has its own 
hotel finder, and Pinterest, which recently 
announced its travel planning and booking 
channel.

“Our competitors are not staying put, so 
we are going to continue innovating and 
see what the consumer wants and what the 
suppliers want and match those two,” Bruno 
says. “We’re going to be focusing heavily on 
our growth in mobile going forward. We have 
108 million unique monthly users in mobile. 

The growth is staggering. And we need to 
monetize that much better.”

TripAdvisor announced in late Octo-
ber that it would begin taking direct hotel 
bookings on smartphone apps in 2014, a 
clear sign that, indeed, there will be a major 
emphasis on the mobile side. When planning 
travel at home or in the office, consumers 
may be more likely to use their laptops and 
desktops, just as they have since the advent 
of TripAdvisor. But when they’re actually 
traveling, when they’re at the property and 
in the midst of the experience, their reviews 
and reactions will often be phoned in.

Of course, we mean that literally, not 
figuratively. TripAdvisor has become too 
influential for anyone in the industry to 
“phone in” their interactions with the site in 
a figurative sense. It seems counterintuitive 
that a property could provide a truly personal 
touch when communicating with 53 million 
monthly users at once, but that’s exactly what 
hoteliers need to strive for if they’re going to 
make TripAdvisor work for them. 

80

2,800

Every Minute 
More than 80 new  

contributions are posted  
to TripAdvisor

On Average 
nearly 2,800 new topics  

are posted every day to the 
TripAdvisor forums

Call us at 855.832.9873


