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S u m m a r y: The past couple of years the tourism industry has undergone massive changes. Not 
only does it struggle with economic crisis, but it also had a bit of a crisis itself when online travel 
shops popped up. Along with these new websites came online reviews, where people could tell 
other people about their experiences and which are becoming more and more important in the 
vacation buying process, since tourists are more likely to consider buying a vacation when there 
are reviews available. Social media are a new form of online marketing, and recently became 
one of the biggest word of mouth advertisements online. In this article, the focus will be on the 
changes in tourism industry because of social media and online reviews, as the effect on both 
hotels and travel agencies from the immense changes in their industry is examined. The online 
reviews phenomenon has become a social convergence trend, where specialized travel websites 
and hotels alike increase their sociality by adopting applications which enable real-time sharing 
of contents among the visitors.

1. Introduction

The importance of Travel 2.0 features and tools, and specifi cally of social media 
environments, is growing fast and many tourism businesses are changing their ap-
proach to the manners of presenting themselves online (1; 2; 3). However, tourism 
operators have not yet fully understood the new technological world by and still 
many concerns, such as credibility of the information online, possibility to forge for 
particular interests by unscrupulous competitors, privacy, overload of useless infor-
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mation, in addition to the usual (in the technology arena) lack of resources or skill 
shortage are the most reported issues that are brought forward. 

The infl uence of online reviews in the tourism industry grew immensely the last 
couple of years. Not only is it now possible to book your vacation online, without 
help of a travel agency, but you can also see what the experiences of other hotel 
guests were from all over the world. Some online review sites use hotel ratings, were 
the customer can give a mark from one to ten, which eventually shows a fi nal mark 
for a specifi c hotel. A few years ago it was normal to go by a couple of travel agen-
cies and tell the collaborator what sort of vacation you want. Then he/ she would fi nd 
a perfect holiday spot for you. But due to the invention of the Internet, people do not 
have to leave their sofas to actually book a vacation. It was also common to go to the 
hotels or places were your friends or family had previously been, because they could 
honestly tell you everything about it, so word of mouth marketing. In this article the 
focus will be on changes in tourism industry because of social media and online re-
views, as the authors examine the effect on travel agencies from immense changes in 
their industry. 

2. Literature review

2.1. Internet and social media
The emergence of innovative Web-based technologies has led to a reconfi gura-

tion of the environment in which tourism business is conducted. These fundamental 
technological shifts have a profound impact on the perception, consumption and con-
struction of tourism spaces, and their local development outcomes (4). Research has 
shown that at the end of 2013 the amount of active smartphones will be around 1.4 
billion (5). The Web gives tourist fi rms and organizations the ability to reach highly 
motivated customers with information-rich messages at a negligible cost. Never-
theless, competitive advantage on the Internet will not be realized by applying ex-
isting marketing models but, rather, by developing innovative concepts. Integrated 
approaches that build on the advantages and capabilities of technology need to be 
translated into concrete innovative marketing actions.

One of the newest forms of online marketing, which became one of the big-
gest forms of online word of mouth, are the social media, for example Facebook, 
Twitter, YouTube, and online blogs. According to Haenlein & Kaplan (6), social 
media are depending ‘on mobile and web-based technologies to create highly in-
teractive platforms through which individuals and communities share, co-create, 
discuss, and modify user-generated content. They introduce substantial and per-
vasive changes to communication between organizations, communities and in-
dividuals.’ Over the years tourism industry has undergone huge changes. In the 
1980s about 80 percent of all airline tickets were bought through travel agency, 



125The influence of online reviews on customers and travel agencies

which were intermediaries between travel providers and customers (7). But the 
golden times changed in 2001 when a lot of airlines stopped providing commis-
sions to travel agencies. And at the same time online travel agencies became more 
and more popular. Through these events the number of travel agencies dropped by 
50 percent (7).

Nowadays, the only thing someone should have to book a vacation is access to 
a computer and money. Several websites are available where you can fi nd yourself 
a nice hotel or complete vacation. There are a couple of options when buying a va-
cation or hotel stay online. The buyer can book a vacation at a travel agency online, 
because of the decrease in customers a lot of travel agencies are also operating on-
line now. Secondly, the buyer can go to websites such as Expedia or Booking.com. 
And third, the buyer can go directly to the website of the hotel or airline company. 
Expedia is one of the largest Internet-based travel websites in the world. The web-
site went online in August 2005, along with websites such as TripAdvisor and Ho-
tels.com (8). With websites in 29 countries, in all parts of the world, Expedia gives 
its customers the option to book airline tickets, book hotels, rent cars, book cruises, 
book vacation packages and book many other attractions and events, to name a few 
of its activities.

But a lot of hoteliers are still sceptical against social media; they do not believe 
that they have such great infl uence on the customer’s decision, or just think that keep-
ing up with social media is too much work. The contrary is true; social media are be-
coming more important every day, not only in ‘social life’, but also in tourism busi-
ness. For example, not responding to customers’ needs and comments can be crucial 
to a business and affect it negatively (9).

According to Aggarwal (10), there are three steps hotels need to do to stay high on 
the online reputation ladder. Step one is Monitor, it is important to know what infor-
mation of your hotel is out there. Step two is Listen & Learn, as when management 
is listening to what people have to say, the hoteliers can learn what their customers 
want. Step three is Manage & Engage, as it is necessary for hoteliers to always an-
swer the reviews of customers (good or bad), as the fact that the customer has taken 
some afford to write about your hotel should be appreciated and time should be spent 
for response. 

2.2. Online reviews and their effects on customers and travel agencies
Online reviews of hotels are usually one paragraph long, and contain experiences 

of previous hotel-guests. A good online review can be positive or negative and should 
always be written by an unbiased person. Unfortunately for the review searcher, a lot 
of reviews are useless because the person is biased. Therefore it is hard to fi nd good 
reviews which can actually help you fi nd your dream holiday. Not only are people 
more and more using online reviews to fi nd a nice vacation but they are also more 
willing to write a review themselves. Some travelogues, online travel blogs, contain 
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very good information about attractions in the area of the hotel, activities around and 
in the hotel, service in the hotel, etc. 

According to Parasuraman (in 11), customers use similar criteria to evaluate ser-
vice quality for all types of services. These criteria are summed up into 10 groups of 
‘service quality determinants:’ Reliability; Responsiveness to the customer; Compe-
tence of the frontline staff; Accessibility of the service; Courtesy; Understandable 
communication of the service; Credibility; Security; Understanding and knowing the 
customer; The physical facilities and appearance of staff.

Evaluating services can only be done after actually using the service, which is dif-
ferent from tangible products. Because most of the services in a hotel are being ex-
perienced after checking-in, the customer should trust in the opinion of other previ-
ous hotel-guests. Sometimes the customer reads the reviews of people who are not in 
the same stage of their lives; as a result they could miss the vacation of their dreams, 
depending on the other one’s opinion. Sometimes the tiniest of fl aws are reason for 
people to write a bad review, causing customer drop. As Buckley et al. (12) comment: 
‘Today, only 7% of hotels are responding to reviews even though 71% of people say 
that seeing a management response is important. Because 71% of the people say that 
they want the management to care more about the online reviews, it is important for 
the hotel managements to show that they care’. Gaining a bad review can affect the 
hotel in a negative way. By actively reacting on reviews, the management shows that 
they want to commit to customers’ needs and satisfy them. 

Research has shown that the consideration of a hotel greatly increased when the 
customer was exposed to a review of the hotel. Striking is that positive reviews had 
positive effects but negative reviews did not have any effect on the customers buy-
ing decision (13). The reviews also had larger infl uences on not well known hotels 
than on well-known hotels. And reviews by experts had much bigger infl uence on the 
customers than the reviews of non-experts (13). According to the consideration set 
framework, consumers will consider hotels that they are aware of and towards which 
they have relatively positive attitudes (13). This means that people are more likely to 
come back to a hotel where they had a pleasant time/ stay. Or provided they have not 
been there, they like to go to a hotel they heard of in a positive way.

Consequently, the availability of reviews advantages the hotels immensely, 
while customers are more likely to book a room in a hotel where they read some-
thing about than in a hotel without any reviews available. Another factor that is 
very important for customers is familiarity with the hotel. People are more likely 
to visit places they had a great time again, or are searching for something similar. 
When tourists use franchized chains for example, they expect to have the same joy 
at any other hotel of the chain. So when people for example go to the Hilton Hotel 
in Amsterdam, and have a pleasant stay, they are more likely to look for other Hil-
ton Hotels in other countries or cities. By this we can say that brands are a useful 
tool to gain more customers. 
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Research has also shown that for the less-known hotels it is even more important to 
receive reviews, this increases the consideration of booking a room in that particular 
hotel (13). It is also very important for the hotel staff to answer to the online reviews; in 
this way the customer will feel more satisfi ed than when there is no response from the 
hotel management. In overall, we can say that online reviews are of great infl uence on 
people’s way of acting. But it does not really matter whether this review is positive or 
negative; the availability of the review is most of the time enough.

Since the number of reviews is increasing every day, it is useful for people to un-
derstand how to fi nd good reviews, and not to be too dupable (14). In order to assist 
customers in gathering good reviews, a couple of review websites came up with the 
‘review rating’. TripAdvisor.com is an example of a travel website that assists cus-
tomers in gathering travel information, posting reviews and opinions of travel-related 
content and engaging in interactive travel forums; with more than 32 million users 
and over 100 million reviews, TripAdvisor has become one of the largest travel web-
sites used in the world (14). 

So what TripAdvisor does well, is every review gets a rating, each customer read-
ing this review is free to rate the review. The review will gain after the rating the title 
helpful or non-helpful. The review will only become helpful when over 75% of the 
opinions are positive. In this way the customer only sees the most helpful reviews, 
which saves him/ her the effort of searching good reviews by its own (14). Finding 
good hotel reviews becomes essential to tourists, thus some points that one should 
have in mind could be to: check out many sources; search for the hotel on search en-
gines; check the Google reviews; check the local Chamber of Commerce site; under-
stand that a bad review might just be a sour grape; use several sources rather than just 
one; check if the owner took the effort to respond to bad reviews; take into account-
ability that smaller hotels get fewer reviews than hotel chains. The other known web-
site is Booking.com; this Dutch company is, according to themselves, world leader 
in online reservation of accommodation (15). Every day over 475,000 reservations 
are made at Booking.com, as they strive to be the cheapest and effi cient way, for 
both businessmen and vacationers. Since there are so many websites the customer 
can search on, a lot of them are going to the travel agency again, because the travel 
agencies have access to all the websites and can see the cheapest vacation in a blink 
of an eye. A lot of people are still a bit afraid of booking their vacation online, while 
most of the time the amount of money they need to pay is quite high, and they are still 
afraid of losing their money and holiday.

Nevertheless, online travel communities and online reviews have changed the na-
ture of communication: large numbers of people can communicate with each other 
as peers without restrictions of time and distance for travel-related purposes such as 
obtaining travel information, maintaining connections, fi nding travel companions, 
providing travel tips and suggestions, or simply having fun by telling each other in-
teresting travel experiences and stories (16).
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3. Conclusions

Web 2.0 brings a second generation of opportunities for communication and in-
formation sharing based on web-based communities and hosted services. For tour-
ism, the benefi ts include enhanced information sharing between consumers and be-
tween business and consumers. The Internet, Dogac et al. (17) argues, enhances the 
level of communication between tourist operators and brings about greater levels of 
interoperability with internal and external applications, previously available to tech-
nologically advanced tourism stakeholders via proprietary systems. New online tech-
nologies within the tourism industry have signifi cantly impacted on communications, 
transactions and relationships between various industry operators and with customer, 
as well as between regulators and operators (18; 19; 20; 21). This happens in particu-
lar with social media which seem to have rapidly attracted a considerable attention 
by Internet users of all ages. Tourism marketers can no longer ignore the role of on-
line reviews in distributing travel-related information. The social media phenomenon 
has become a social convergence trend, where specialized travel websites and hotels 
alike increase their sociality by adopting applications which enable real-time sharing 
of contents among visitors. The new digital era requires a new approach by manage-
ment incorporating a user-centric approach for sustainable management of tourism e-
services and complying to tourists needs; new relationships based on trust and culture 
that values partnerships are essential.

Bibliography

1. A u  A. Adoption of web 2.0 by tourism businesses in NSW (Research Reports). Sydney: Tourism 
New South Wales, 2010.

2. J o n e s  C., Yu  R. “Travel industry uses Facebook and Twitter to reach customers”. USA Today, 
7.07.2010.

3. S c h e g g  R., L i e b r i c h  A., S c a g l i o n e  M., A h m a d , S. F. S. “An exploratory fi eld study 
of web 2.0 in tourism”. In: Information and communication technologies in tourism 2008. 
Ed. P. O’Connor, W. Höpken, U. Gretzel. Wien: Spinger, 2008, pp. 152–163. ISBN 9783211772799.

4. K a t s o n i  V., Ve n e t s a n o p o u l o u  M. “Use of innovation systems for an effective tourism 
marketing development strategy”. e-Journal of Science & Technology [online, accessed: 2014-02-
-03], 2013, vol. 8, no. 5, pp. 33–40. Available online: http://e-jst.teiath.gr/.

5. P r a m i s  J. Worldwide smartphone usage will reach 1.4 billion this year [online, accessed: 2013-
-05-11], 2013. Available online: http://www.digitaltrends.com/mobile/worldwide-smartphone-
-usage-will-reach-1-4-billion-2013.

6. H a e n l e i n  M., K a p l a n  A. M. “An empirical analysis of attitudinal and behavioral reactions 
toward the abandonment of unprofi table customer relationships”. Journal of Relationship Market-
ing, 2010, vol. 9, iss. 4, pp. 200–228.

7. B e l l s t r o m  K. Travel agents are staging a comeback [online, accessed: 2013-05-11], 2007. 
Available online: http://www.smartmoney.com/spend/travel/travel-agents-are-staging-a-come-
back-21275/.



129The influence of online reviews on customers and travel agencies

8. Wikipedia, Expedia, Inc. [online, accessed: 2013-05-07], 2013. Available online: http://en.wikipe-
dia.org/wiki/Expedia,_Inc.

9. K a t s o n i  V., D i o n y s o p o u l o u  P. “The infl uence of social media (SM) & information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) and the creation of collaborative commerce (c-commerce) in 
the tourism sector”. In: Tourism trends and advances in the 21st century. 5th International Scienti-
fi c Conference May 30―June 2. Rhodes: University of the Aegean, 2013, pp. 198–205.

10. A g g a r w a l  B. Importance of social media tracking and online reputation management [online, 
accessed: 2013-05-05]. Hotel Business Review. Available online: http://hotelexecutive.com/busi-
ness_review/2821/importance-of-social-media-tracking-and-online-reputation-management.

11. B r o w n i n g  V., S o  K. K. F., S p a r k s  B. “The infl uence of online reviews on consumers’ attri-
butions of service quality and control for service standards in hotels”. Journal of Travel & Tourism 
Marketing, 2013, vol. 30, iss. 1–2, pp. 23–40.

12. B u c k l e y  R., P e r k i n s  H. A., S p a r k s  B. E. “Online travel reviews as persuasive commu-
nication: The effects of content type, source, and certifi cation logos on consumer behaviour”. To-
urism Management, 2013, vol. 39, pp. 1–9.

13. Ve r m e u l e n  I. E., S e e g e r s  D. “Tried and tested: The impact of online hotel reviews on con-
sumer consideration”. Tourism Management, 2009, vol. 30, iss. 1, pp. 123–127.

14. O ’ M a h o n y  M. P., S m y t h  B. “Learning to recommend helpful hotel reviews”. In: RecSys 
‘09: Proceedings of the third ACM conference on Recommender Systems. New York: ACM, 2009. 
ISBN 978-1-60558-435-5.

15. Booking.com. In het kort [online, accessed: 2013-05-07]. Available online: http://www.booking.
com/general.nl.html?aid=357006;label=gog235jc-general-nl-XX-docscareerUopportunities-unspe
c-gr-com;sid=5bb4630d6e1f95bb6945c751c751dc42;dcid=1;tmpl=docs/about.

16. K a v o u r a  A., K a t s o n i  V. “From e-business to c-commerce: Collaboration and network cre-
ation for an e-marketing tourism strategy”. Tourismos: An international Multidisciplinary Journal 
of Tourism, Special Issue in Tourism Destination Marketing & Management, 2013, vol. 8, no. 3, 
pp. 113–128.

17. D o g a c  A. et al. “Semantically enriched web services for the travel industry”. ACM SIGMOD 
Record, 2004, vol. 33, no. 3, pp. 21–27.

18. G a l l o w a y  L., M o c h r i e  R. I., D e a k i n s  D. “ICT-enabled collectivity as a postitive rural 
business strategy”. International Journal of Entrepreneurial Behaviour & Research, 2004, vol. 10, 
iss. 4, pp. 247–259.

19. S h a r m a  P., C a r s o n  D., D e L a c y  T. “National online tourism policy initiatives for Austra-
lia”. Journal of Travel Research, 2000, vol. 39, no. 2, pp. 157–162.

20. S h e l d o n  P. J. Tourism information technology. New York: CABI Publishing, 1998. 
ISBN 0851991815.

21. We r t h n e r  H., K l e i n  S. “ICT and the changing landscape of global tourism distribution”. 
Electronic Markets, 1999, vol. 9, no. 4, pp. 256–262.

Wp³yw komentarzy internetowych na klientów i biura podró¿y

S t r e s z c z e n i e: W ciągu ostatnich kilku lat branża turystyczna przeszła ogromne zmiany. 
Musiała zmagać się nie tylko z kryzysem ekonomicznym, ale też z ogromnymi wyzwaniami, 
jakie postawiły przed nią pojawiające się na rynku internetowe biura podróży. Klienci, zamiast 
korzystać z tradycyjnej formy zakupu wakacji, wiążącej się z koniecznością odwiedzenia biura 
podróży, mogą  wykupić wakacje lub pobyt w hotelu w internecie, nie wychodząc z domu. Wraz 
z uruchomieniem w sieci globalnej stron internetowych pośredniczących w sprzedaży oferty 
turystycznej pojawiły się towarzyszące tym stronom komentarze internetowe – nowy sposób, 
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w jaki korzystający z oferty mogą podzielić się z innymi swoimi doświadczeniami z pobytu 
w hotelach. Komentarze internetowe odgrywają coraz większą rolę w procesie kupowania wa-
kacji. Klienci chętniej sięgają po oferty wakacyjne, jeśli dostępne są komentarze. Nową formą 
marketingu internetowego stają się media społecznościowe, które w ostatnim okresie stały się 
jedną z najistotniejszych form internetowego marketingu szeptanego. Niniejszy artykuł poświę-
cony jest zmianom, jakie dokonują się obecnie w branży turystycznej pod wpływem mediów 
społecznościowych oraz komentarzy internetowych. Autorzy artykułu badają wpływ tych zmian 
na hotele i biura podróży. 

S ł o w a  k l u c z o w e: media społecznościowe, komentarze internetowe, web 2.0, biura po-
dróży

 


