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Report of the World Committee on Tourism Ethics
I.

Activities of the World Committee on Tourism Ethics
1.
The World Committee on Tourism Ethics (WCTE) is the body entrusted with monitoring the
implementation of the Global Code of Ethics for Tourism, and with reporting thereon to the General
Assemblies of both UNWTO and the United Nations.
2.
In its current composition and under the Chairmanship of Mr. Pascal Lamy (2013-2017), the
World Committee on Tourism Ethics addressed a number of priorities with clear ethical implications
linked to the tourism sector and the Global Code of Ethics for Tourism, namely:
(a) child protection in tourism;
(b) accessible tourism for all;
(c) unfounded ratings on travel portals which may impact the reputation of companies and
destinations;
(d) poaching and the illegal trading of wildlife; and
(e) promotion of fair models of all-inclusive holidays.
3.
Among the most prominent activities of the WCTE, aimed at raising awareness of the Global
Code of Ethics for Tourism and its implementation, was the launch of the UNWTO Ethics Award
category as part of the already existing UNWTO Awards. The Ethics Award is addressed to tourism
companies and trade associations that are official signatories of the Private Sector Commitment to the
UNWTO Global Code of Ethics for Tourism and have reported on actions they have taken to implement
the Code.
4.
The Jury of the Award is composed of the Chair and members of the WCTE, as an independent
and impartial body of the UNWTO General Assembly. The first edition of the Ethics Award was
launched in 2016. The Award ceremony took place in January 2017 and the laureate for this edition was
the company ILUNION Hotels, from Spain, which was selected for its pioneering policies on universal
accessibility comprising not only customers with disabilities and specific access requirements, but also
its employees and suppliers.
5.
Moreover, coinciding with the International Year of Sustainable Tourism for Development, 2017,
the WCTE undertook to revise the “Tips for a Responsible Traveller” which are addressed to tourists
and travellers and give basic guidance on respecting common heritage, protecting the environment,
supporting the local economy and, in sum, being an informed and respectful traveller, an initiative in line
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with the campaign “Travel.Enjoy.Respect”.
6.
The WCTE also engaged in the production of the UNWTO Recommendations on Accessible
Tourism for All, adopted by resolution A/RES/637(XX) in August 2013, and the specific
Recommendations on Accessible Information in Tourism similarly adopted by resolution
A/RES/669(XXI) in September 2015.
7.
More recently the WCTE published the Recommendations on the Responsible Use of Ratings
and Reviews on Digital Platforms (elaborated in collaboration with Yelp, TripAdvisor and Minube) as
an output of the research carried out on the topic of ratings on travel portals and the impacts on the
reputation of companies and destinations. These Recommendations are an open-ended document
subject to further updates and contributions, submitted to the 22nd session of the General Assembly for
endorsement (see Annex).
8.
Additionally, the Committee has issued two Position Statements on the ethical implications of the
lack of appropriate safety and security standards in response to two cases that were brought to its
attention. The first case concerned a fatal case of carbon monoxide poisoning that occurred in holiday
accommodation in 2006 and the second one related to a deadly scuba diving accident which happened
in 2013.
9.
Concerning its internal functioning and in order to improve the visibility and enhance the
promotion of the Global Code of Ethics for Tourism, the WCTE proposed the creation of multistakeholder National Tourism Ethics Committees, with a view to foster the application of the Code’s
principles at national level. A proposal on this regard was presented to the Regional Commission
Meetings of the UNWTO for consideration.
10. Beyond the mentioned activities, the key milestone achieved by the current WCTE is that of
advancing the formulation of the “Framework Convention on Tourism Ethics”, that is submitted to
the 22nd session of the General Assembly for its for consideration and approval or adoption.
11. The Framework Convention on Tourism Ethics is based on the draft text proposed by the
Committee on September 2015 to the General Assembly, to convert the Global Code of Ethics for
Tourism, UNWTO’s main policy document, into an international convention in order to reinforce its
effectiveness. The activities carried out by the special Working Group entrusted with preparing the text,
have been presented to the Executive Council at its 105th session.
II.

Promotion of the Global Code of Ethics for Tourism
12. As part of the promotional activities of the Global Code of Ethics for Tourism, the 3rd
International Congress on Ethics and Tourism (Krakow, Poland, 27-28 April) was organized by
UNWTO and the Government of Poland with the support of the European Commission.
13. Featuring international participants of the highest level, the Congress explored ways in which the
tourism sector can harness the principles of sustainability, shared responsibility and accountability of all
stakeholders in developing tourism infrastructure, products and services. It showcased good practices of
private-public cooperation through policies and strategies based on human rights, transparency and
good governance which also take into account the voice of civil society.
14. A number of other notable events related to specific ethical principles enshrined within the Code
have been organized, since the report of the WCTE to the last General Assembly of 2015. During the
ITB Fair in Berlin (March 2017) a UNWTO Panel on Indigenous Tourism took place focusing on

2

World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) - A Specialized Agency of the United Nations
Capitán Haya 42, 28020 Madrid, Spain. Tel.: (34) 91 567 81 00 / Fax: (34) 91 571 37 33 – omt@unwto.org / unwto.org

A/22/14
successful initiatives of socio-economic empowerment of indigenous communities through tourism
based on equitable partnerships. Also at ITB, the 32nd meeting of the UNWTO World Tourism
Network on Child Protection underlined the role of governments in advancing the fight against the
exploitation of children in tourism.
15. In 2016, the project Sustainable Tourism - a Global Commitment, launched in partnership with
Global Compact Spain and 13 tourism companies, served to compile examples of Corporate Social
Responsibility that tie in with the Sustainable Development Goals. Two events were organized in the
context of this project to promote the capacity of the Private Sector to contribute to responsible tourism
development (January and September 2016 Madrid, Spain).
16. In the same year, the 31st meeting of the World Tourism Network on Child Protection
presented responsible Business Strategies in terms of Child Protection in Tourism, highlighting the good
practices championed by the tourism industry with interventions from interventions from ABTA and TUI
Group among others.
17. Furthermore, since 2011 UNWTO has continuously promoted a major awareness raising
campaign, addressed to the tourism business sector, consisting of engaging companies and
associations in a signing ceremony of the Private Sector Commitment to the Global Code of
Ethics. Since the last report to the General Assembly in September 2015, the Secretariat has organized
21 signing ceremonies in 15 different countries, involving more than 100 companies and associations.
III.

Private Sector Commitment to the Global Code of Ethics for Tourism
18. In order to leverage transparent and responsible business practices, the UNWTO Secretariat has
promoted the Private Sector Commitment to the Global Code of Ethics for Tourism which is geared
towards enterprises and their trade associations. The Commitment engages signatories in implementing
the principles of the Global Code of Ethics which are intrinsically aligned with the Sustainable
Development Goals and the UN 2030 Agenda.
19. With the signing of the Commitment, signatories also accept the obligation to report to the World
Committee on Tourism Ethics on implementation measures undertaken. They are allowed to use a
special logo in their communication materials as long as they meet the reporting requirements and there
are no indications or complaints about unethical practices.
20. In this respect, it is important to draw the attention to the fact that the private sector commitment
does not constitute a certification scheme, but rather a declaration of intentions by the enterprises and
associations that signed it. The implementation survey that signatories are requested to complete is a
self-assessment tool and, as such, does not warrant compliance with the Code of Ethics.
21. The implementation survey should be seen as a means of obtaining information on existing
policies and practices of the tourism sector in the field of CSR, so as to enable the Ethics Committee to
establish an inventory of actions already underway and from there identify potential gaps which would
require more in-depth analysis and the issuance of guidelines. The five areas selected for this purpose
are: (1) corporate governance and business ethics; (2) employment quality; (3) social equity and human
rights; (4) community well-being; and (5) environmental sustainability.
22. As of 30 June 2017, 529 companies and associations from 70 countries had signed the
Private Sector Commitment to the Code of Ethics (the full list of signatories is available at
http://ethics.unwto.org/signing-ceremonies-private-sector-commitment ).
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Region
Africa
Americas

Asia
Europe

Middle
East
Global
Total

Signatories
Countries represented
4
Ivory Coast (1), South Africa (1), Tunisia (2)
190
Argentina (16), Bolivia (9), Brazil (2), Canada (2), Chile (22), Colombia (2),
Costa Rica (60), Dominican Republic (12), Ecuador (1), Guatemala (12),
Haiti (10), Honduras (12), Latin America (1), Mexico (12), Uruguay (2),
Panama (1), Paraguay (13), USA (1)
92
Australia (1), China (19), Hong Kong, China (1), Indonesia (25), Japan (12),
Malaysia (1), Maldives (5), New Zealand (1), Philippines (14), Republic of
Korea (7), Sri Lanka (6)
203
Albania (2), Armenia (5), Azerbaijan (4), Belgium (3), Bulgaria (15), Croatia
(1), Cyprus (1), Czech Republic (4), Denmark (2), Europe (4), Finland (1),
France (3), FYROM (1), Georgia (8), Germany (16), Greece (1), Hungary (1),
Italy (1), Kazakhstan (2), Kyrgyzstan (5), Latvia (1), Lithuania (2), Malta (6),
Montenegro (4), Norway (1), Poland (6), Portugal (25), Romania (7), Serbia
(8), Slovakia (2), Slovenia (8), Spain (31), Sweden (5), The Netherlands (1),
Turkey (14), United Kingdom (2)
37
Bahrain (4), Egypt (6), Lebanon (5), Qatar (22)
3
529

Global (3)
70 countries, 5 regional associations and 3 global associations

23. However, only the 482 entities which signed the commitment prior to 1 January 2017 have
received the survey questionnaire for completion as the signatories are given six months to start the
implementation after signing. Out of these 482 entities, a total of 182 have responded to the
questionnaire (110 companies and 72 associations). It should be noted that the data collection process
is ongoing as new entities engage continuously in the initiative.
A.

Reporting on the implementation of the Code of Ethics by Companies
24. As of 30 June 2017, the UNWTO Secretariat had received survey responses from 110 companies
out of 259 (42 per cent). Most replies originate from the Americas.
25. The responding companies are based in 21 countries: Armenia, Chile, China, Costa Rica, Czech
Republic, France, Germany, Haiti, Honduras, Indonesia, Japan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Mexico,
Montenegro, Philippines, Qatar, Slovenia, Spain, Sri Lanka, and Turkey. The geographical distribution
has therefore widened with respect to 2015, when the total of responding companies was distributed
across only 10 countries.
26. Companies were asked to give an account of their CSR policies in relation to the five areas
mentioned above (paragraph 21). Several companies displayed innovative efforts in the fields of
employment quality, community well-being and environmental sustainability, while, as in previous
reports, there are fewer good examples related to governance and social equity.
27. Among the best practices related to employment quality are the initiatives implemented by the
travel agency Andina del Sur from Chile. The company offers its staff extensive professional
development opportunities, as well as a health and well-being plan. In 2016, 41% of the staff
participated in a professional development programme, about 20% of which was focused on
sustainability issues. On the other hand, medical evaluations, pension information and occupational risk
prevention campaigns are carried out in the offices at no cost for the staff. Between 2015 and 2016, 63
health programs were carried out covering 2,439 workers.
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28. Good examples related to community well-being were also frequent. The resort Meliá Bali
Indonesia has launched in 2011 an ongoing partnership with the SLBB (Special Needs School) of
Jimbaran. The partnership is aimed at proving students with disabilities training on the hospitality
industry and at offering them job opportunities at Meliá Bali after graduation. The resort is also leading
an educational campaign against HIV/AIDS by organizing prevention presentations at orphanages,
junior high schools and to Banjar (village heads) in the Nusa Dua and Benoa areas.
29. The French all-inclusive vacation provider ClubMed displays another example of good practice in
the area of community well-being. The company’s project AGRISUD supports local agriculture by
enabling farmers to supply ClubMed resorts, thus giving them a more stable economic perspective and
encouragement to invest. On the other hand, the project also aims to help farmers to escape precariat
by guiding them to a more sustainable use of land and initiates them to a market economy through
commercial, organizational and management empowerment. The project has been implemented in
different regions of the world including Africa, South America, Indonesia and the Maghreb.
30. Also, the Spanish tour operator Europamundo Vacaciones has developed a wide range of
community well-being projects worldwide, some in collaboration with the UNWTO ST-EP (Sustainable
Tourism-Eliminating Poverty) initiative. Among other examples, they have promoted a health
programme for indigenous and isolated communities in the Bolivian jungle which consisted of training
the community in the use of a self-sufficient healthcare system for basic detection, treatment and
prevention.
31. In relation to environmental sustainability policies, the Istanbul Convention and Visitors Bureau
Turkey (ICVB) has launched the campaign “Tree Sapling for Each Participant'” on the occasion of the
General Assembly of the International Congress and Convention Association (ICCA) in 2016. The event
attracted 1000 delegates and this resulted in the planting of 1000 tree saplings with the collaboration of
the Turkish Foundation for Combating Soil Erosion, for Reforestation and the Protection of Natural
Habitats.
32. At NH Hotels, the commitment towards sustainability is not only applied to the hotel chain itself
but also to its providers worldwide. As well as having a corporate policy that promotes local
consumption, potential service providers are requested to fill in a sustainability questionnaire as part of
the selection process.
33. Another example of a good practice in the area of sustainability was presented by the Slovenian
Hotel Park Ljubljana. The hotel has created on its rooftop a beehive in order to safeguard sea bees,
which are a protected species, and encourage their preservation. Organized tours to its roof for schools
and kindergartens are promoted in order to sensitize the younger generations on sustainability and
wildlife preservation issues.
34. Although solid initiatives related to corporate governance and business ethics or social equity and
human rights remain less reported, it is worth highlighting three relevant examples.
35. In relation to corporate governance and business ethics, the Spanish company Minube has
created a platform for collaborative learning aimed at encouraging business cooperation and publicprivate partnership in the tourism sector. The initiative provides an online platform for stakeholders in
the tourism sector to learn from each other’s experiences in many areas, including for the promotion of
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and implementation of the UN Sustainable Development Goals.
36. In turn, the European IT provider for global travel and tourism services Amadeus, reported on its
active promotion of gender diversity throughout the company. The company has a Women Network,
which aims to support the professional development of women in the organization and ensures that
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recruitment and salary systems are designed to promote equal pay and avoid discrimination. In 2016
Amadeus and UNWTO engaged in a project on Youth Empowerment through Tourism in Kenya which
also takes into account the gender perspective.
37. The Spanish hotel chain ILUNION Hotels, the first UNWTO Ethics Awardee, displays an excellent
example of good practice in the area of social equity and human rights. ILUNION Hotels has
developed a business model of universal accessibility that comprises customers, employees and
suppliers. All the hotels of the group have obtained the Universal Accessibility Certificate from Bureau
Veritas (UNE 170001-2), which guarantees that the hotels provide environments, rooms, and technical
aids which ensure universal accessibility for all. ILUNION’s workforce of 568 people includes 18.31% of
employees with some form of disability, but when considering both direct and indirect employees, the
percentage reaches 40%.
B.

Reporting on the implementation of the Code of Ethics by Associations
38. As of 30 June 2017, the UNWTO Secretariat had received responses from 72 associations out of
223 (32 per cent). Most replies originate from Europe although the geographical distribution is broad,
with responses from 37 national and two regional associations: Argentina, Armenia, Australia, Belgium,
Bolivia, Brazil, Bulgaria, Canada, Chile, China, Colombia, Costa Rica, Croatia, Czech Republic,
Denmark, Dominican Republic, Egypt, Finland, France, Germany, Guatemala, Honduras, Indonesia,
Ivory Coast, Japan, Kazakhstan, Lebanon, Mexico, New Zealand, Norway, Paraguay, Portugal,
Romania, Spain, Sweden, the Netherlands and Turkey; Europe and Latin America.
39. The reported activities are mainly focused on social equity and human rights or community wellbeing while, in this occasion, there are few projects on corporate governance and employment quality.
40. In relation to social equity and human rights, HOTREC (the umbrella association of hotels,
restaurants and cafés in Europe) has collaborated in the UNWTO World Tourism Network on Child
Protection and raised awareness amid its members on the appalling issue of child exploitation in tourism
and how to prevent it. Several other associations have reported to be carrying out awareness raising
activities in the sphere of Child Protection such as Skål International, CANATURH (the National
Chamber of Tourism in Honduras), AGLA (the Guatemala Association of Airlines) and ACTUAR (the
Costa Rica Association of Alternative and Rural Tourism).
41. HOTREC has also worked in the area of accessibility by collaborating in the development of a
training tool with a twofold objective: to train tourism employees (especially in SMEs) on the way to
inform customers about accessibility and to provide clear and useful information to tourists with specific
access needs.
42. In this same field of social equity, ISTO, the International Social Tourism Organization, is leading
a European funded project focused on active ageing and senior tourism. The objective of this initiative is
to facilitate tourism for senior tourists in low season. To do this, the project aims at creating innovative
and sustainable transnational tourism packages for seniors, and improving the tourism seasonality
patterns across Europe.
43. In terms of community well-being initiatives, CANATURH, features a partnership with the Swiss
Agency for Development aimed at facilitating employment, self-employment and income for young
women and men at risk of social exclusion as a way to prevent violence in the country. Since tourism is
one of the main generators of employment in Honduras, the partnership focuses on training young
people between 18-30 years to make them economically active and independent.
44.
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agreement with the national Government in order to certify the skills of refugees to facilitate their entry
to jobs in the tourism sector. In turn, the association Skål International has engaged in projects with the
UNWTO ST-EP (Sustainable Tourism-Eliminating Poverty) initiative and the International Institute for
Peace through Tourism (IIPT) to foster tourism initiatives that contribute to development and
cooperation.
45. When it comes to environmental sustainability it is worth mentioning the participation of
HOTREC in the European project Nearly Zero Energy Hotels, firstly through its members and also by
partnering with public authorities, energy companies and NGOS to reach wider audience and
engagement of hoteliers in energy saving strategies. On the other hand, Skål International has been
promoting responsible environmental behaviour in tourism via the celebration of the Sustainable
Tourism Awards which takes place yearly since 2002.
IV.

Actions to be taken by the General Assembly
46.

The General Assembly is invited:
(a) To take note of the report of the Ethics Committee on the implementation of the UNWTO
Global Code of Ethics for Tourism;
(b) To take note and endorse the open-ended Recommendations of the WCTE on the
Responsible Use of Ratings and Reviews on Digital Platforms, as well as to request the
Committee to continue monitoring this matter in order to update the text of the Recommendations
as necessary;
(c) To acknowledge the wide range of activities and promotional events contributed by the
Committee, inter alia, the launch of the UNWTO Ethics Award category, the re-edition of the Tips
for the Responsible Traveller and the development of the Recommendations on the topic of
Accessible Tourism for All;
(d) To congratulate the 529 companies and associations from 70 countries which have signed the
Private Sector Commitment to the UNWTO Global Code of Ethics for Tourism as of June 2017;
(e) To call upon all signatories to report to the WCTE on how they have applied the ethical
principles and standards of the Code of Ethics in their business operations; and
(f)
To further encourage tourism enterprises to adopt more responsible business practices,
guided by the UN Sustainable Development Goals and the UNWTO Global Code of Ethics for
Tourism.
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Recommendations on the Responsible Use of Ratings and Reviews on Digital Platforms
by the World Committee on Tourism Ethics
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Recommendations
on the Responsible
Use of Ratings and
Reviews on Digital
Platforms
World Committee on
Tourism Ethics

Introduction

Throughout this last decade, user feedback has developed into an indispensable tool
not only for consumers, but also for tourism service providers and operators who can
align their products and services to better meet consumer expectations. In the sphere of
travel and tourism, user-generated ratings and reviews on digital platforms have become a
central part in the information, selection and decision processes of visitors when choosing
places to visit, to stay or to eat.
Although there is no consolidated international data on the subject, several studies give
an idea of the potential influence of ratings and reviews in consumer behaviour. According
to a European Commission study 82% of respondents read consumer reviews before
shopping.1 A survey completed by Australian consumers suggests that 40% ‘always’ or
‘often’ used online reviews to assess a customer service, and that consumers were more
influenced by negative than positive reviews.2
Presently, millions of user reviews related to travel are available online. TripAdvisor alone
has reached overall 435 million travel related reviews and opinions covering 6.8 million
accommodations, restaurants and attractions.3 Yelp, for instance, counts with overall 115
million reviews of local businesses worldwide.

1
2
3

Study on the coverage, functioning and consumer use of comparison tools and third-party verification
schemes for such tools (European Commission, ECME Consortium and Deloitte, 2013)
Queensland Government, Australia - A step-by-step guide to managing negative online reviews
https://www.business.qld.gov.au/business/running/customer-service/managing-online-customerreviews/a-step-by-step-guide-to-managing-negative-online-reviews
Data from Q3 2016
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With regard to the type of feedback that users can find on travel-related digital platforms,
a distinction should be made between:
(a) “reviews” which generally include more qualitative comments and descriptions,
and
(b) “ratings” which usually feature more structured or quantitative rankings
corresponding to various categories and degrees of satisfaction of the user that
can be part of a review.
Digital platforms which provide travel-related content generated directly by users can be
a very useful source of information for consumers. This is not only true for the abovementioned review sites such as TripAdvisor and Yelp, that are known amongst others for
their user-generated content concerning destinations, attractions and businesses, but also
for websites traditionally known as booking engines, such as Booking.com, Airbnb.com or
Thefork.com, which have reviews integrated in their presentation of properties, restaurants
and other amenities.
However, there are controversies about the veracity of some reviews. Occasionally, tourism
service providers claim to have been subject to unfounded negative ratings or to cases of
blackmailing by consumers, who threaten to write a negative review unless a demand for
refund or freebees is met. Conversely, consumers have also reported cases of unfounded
positive ratings of services. “Consumer Alerts”4 posted by the platform Yelp illustrate for
instance cases where strong evidence was found of business listings that were caught
trying to buy off better reviews. Although these events might be relativly rare in consideration
of the hundreds of millions of published reviews, they warrant attention.
Whatever the type and form of user-generated information, the content of the reviews and
ratings published on digital platforms has to be honest and trustworthy so as to ensure
that consumers can rely on them when researching and planning their travels.
The World Committee on Tourism Ethics has elaborated the present Recommendations
with a view to encourage the responsible use of ratings and reviews on digital platforms
related to the tourism sector.
The recommendations are addressed to the three main groups of stakeholders directly
involved in this digital process, namely:

(a) digital platforms (operators);
(b) service providers (businesses listed on these platforms); and
(c) users (consumers).

4

Yelp Consumer Alerts: Know Before You Spend (2016): https://www.yelpblog.com/2016/05/68746
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A. Recommendations
for digital platforms

Digital platforms that incorporate reviews and ratings for the products and services they list
should take measures to ensure the accuracy, reliability and credibility of the information
offered. Digital platforms should undertake all reasonable measures to ensure that any
review posted reflects real user opinions, findings and experiences.

The business model promoted by these digital platforms is based largely in sharing advice
among a community. Providing user information publicly online involves a certain deal of
trust, therefore the veracity of the information offered is essential for the integrity, reputation
and good functioning of this type of platforms.

To facilitate the gathering of useful feedback, platforms should adopt guidelines providing
principles and clear recommendations on the collection, moderation and publication of
online reviews. Those guidelines should be easily available online for users and service
providers and in several languages.

Whilst it is not always easy to verify the authenticity of user generated content, the digital
platform should have quality control systems and processes in order to ensure that the
content is clear, accurate and truthful.
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To this end, digital platforms should:

(a)

When getting the information,
• Make sure to have the correct identification of businesses listed on the platform.
• Include a mechanism that enables service providers to flag or correct factual
information that is mistaken and/or complement with additional information.
• Allow service providers to reply online (publicly or privately) to reviews they get from
the users.
• Take reasonable steps to ensure that reviews reflect authentic consumer
experiences.

(b)

When displaying information,
• Make sure the information is displayed as clearly as possible for users to understand.
• Detail the criteria used to provide the listing of services displayed on the platform.
• Post all positive and negative reviews or clearly point out the criteria used to publish
reviews.
• Have quality control mechanisms in place to go through reviews, publish them
once checks are complete and avoid unjustified delays in publishing the reviews.

(c)

When dealing with possible misuse,
• Have mechanisms and policies in place to detect fake reviews and to deal with
blackmailing if reported by service providers or users. Provide clear information
about the existence of these mechanisms.
• Have easily identifiable and reachable contact details of the platform’s customer
service and have user-friendly procedures to file and process complaints.
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B. Recommendations
for service providers

Service providers must be aware of the fact that user-generated content is present in
most, if not all of the tourism related digital platforms, and that it is there to stay. They
should know that user-generated content may have an impact, either positive of negative,
on a company’s reputation. Companies are therefore encouraged to find the best ways of
benefitting from the large amounts of feedback and information directly provided by their
consumers.

For hoteliers, destination managers, restaurant owners, transporters and other stakeholders
of the tourism sector, it is essential to grasp the online interactive technology in order be
able to address the issues raised by the user and to improve the products and services
they market so as to align their business closer to consumer expectations.
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To be in a position to better deal with consumers’ reviews and ratings on digital platforms,
companies, through their owners, managers and staff, should:

(a)

In general terms,
• Regularly monitor digital platforms where the company is listed and make sure that
the information displayed about their products and services is accurate and up-todate.
• Clearly label advertisements as paid-for promotion in order to differentiate them
from the online listing of regular services, ratings and reviews.
• Ensure that staff is trained to deal with ratings and reviews, is aware of any conflict
of interest and understands the importance of providing honest information.
• Remember that reviews and ratings offer providers a valuable user feedback;
hence companies should encourage clients to comment on their experience freely
and honestly.
• Bear in mind that the large majority of reviews are unproblematic, either positive or
negative; both tend to be well-founded.

(b)

When dealing with controversial reviews,
• Gather information about the complaints that triggered the negative reviews and
write, without delay, honest and informative replies that are useful to consumers in
general.
• Contact the site hosting the content in case of suspicion of fake reviews.

(c)

In any case,
• Refrain from bribing or buying off clients in exchange for reviews.
• Never write reviews about their own products or those of other competitive
businesses nor encourage friends and relatives to do the same.
• Make sure that their external marketing or communication agencies do not issue
fake reviews in order to increase the amount of positive feedback for the company,
and never commission any individual or organization to create fake reviews on their
behalf.
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C. Recommendations
for users (consumers)

Today’s travellers participate actively in developing the content of digital platforms and
interact with other users online. The vast majority of them not only consider digital platforms
as an essential source of information when planning a trip, but are also heavily influenced
by peer reviews in their choice of accommodation.1

Given the growth of user-generated content on digital platforms and the increasing weight
consumers attach to these, ratings can have an impact on a company’s reputation,
whether positive or negative. Similarly, consumer reviews also create certain expectations
and could cause disappointment to those who read and rely upon other users’ reviews if
not used properly.

Hence, the importance of responsible behaviour by users, in particular with regard to the
provision of genuine and accurate online reviews that can be useful to others.2 In this
respect, users of digital platforms should:

1
2

The Impact of Online Content on European Tourism 2013, p. 23; Cox et al. 2008, p. 12
See as an example TripAdvisor guide:
https://www.tripadvisor.com/TripNews-a_ctr.reviewerguideEN
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(a)

When entering a review or rating,
• Write honest and balanced reviews based on recent personal experience and
include information related to the service or business that can be useful to other
users.
• Not accept gifts or money in exchange for a favorable review or threaten suppliers
with a bad review in exchange of favors.
• If an issue with a product or service arises, try to address it with the supplier first,
best when it actually occurs as reviews are not meant for complaints afterwards.
Of course, the way in which any eventual complaint has been dealt with might
carry weight in the subsequent review.
• Avoid including in the review personal attacks to staff or the owner of the business.

(b)

When using reviews and ratings to choose a destination
or to select products and services,
• Browse through several reviews in different web portals, when searching to book a
service, so as to get a broader picture of what to expect.
• Remember that not all visitors have the same needs and preferences. Reviews and
ratings can give a direction but it is up to the users to decide what suits them best.
• Also remember that some platforms enable users to sort the reviews based on
categories that might be important to a given traveler (family travel, business travel,
reviews about the swimming pool, etc.).
• Decide what aspect of the product is more important to him or her (location, price,
facilities, noise, breakfast, etc.) and pay special attention to it. It is useful to consider
the overall rating, but also the rating by category and read a few of the reviews to
get a better and more balanced idea.
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In case of
conflict

It is important to note that reviews and ratings are not certifications of any kind; therefore
they cannot be used as a basis for a refund or claim, unless there is a specific marketing
policy followed by the digital platform or service provider in this respect.

In turn, what can be used as a basis of a claim is the violation of the privacy and / or
consumer protection limits set out in the competent legislation. Consequently, all
stakeholders, issuing, hosting or commenting on reviews and ratings should be aware of
the legal boundaries.

When conflicts arise between stakeholders, it is important to act in a responsible manner
and to follow legal counsel, when necessary.
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A.

Conflicts between digital platforms and service providers

When observing possible irregularities on ratings and reviews by a service provider, a digital
platform should:
• Take the necessary steps to communicate the issue to the appropriate party and
delete all the information that appears suspicious in accordance with the national
law;
• Ensure, as much as possible, that users are aware of the issue to prevent deceit;
• Evaluate whether to report the case and collaborate with the competent authorities
when it may contravene the law.
When a service provider believes that a digital platform is not performing adequately, it
should:
• Check the content policy used by the platform;
• Evaluate beforehand how the issue affects the reputation of the service provider;
• Contact the digital platform to inform about the issue, primarily by using any specific
complaints reporting mechanisms made available by the digital platform;
• If necessary, seek legal advice to guide the next steps.

B.

Conflicts between users and service providers
or digital platforms

It is important to remember that reviews and ratings are not a formal complaint mechanism.
In case of conflict with a service provider or digital platform, the user should carry out one
or more of the following actions as applicable to the case:
• Contact the service provider or platform to inform about the problem and aim at
finding a negotiated solution;
• Issue a formal complaint, remembering to keep any evidence that could support
the claim (invoices, contracts, etc.);
• If the issue is related to privacy or consumer protection rights, the user should
seek legal advice and, if needed, report it to the competent consumer protection
authorities.
Conversely, when facing a conflict with a user, a service provider or digital platform should
carry out one or more of the following actions as applicable to the case:
• Aim at solving the problem directly with the user in a friendly manner;
• Inform users about the possibility of issuing a formal complaint;
• Be aware of the legal boundaries and make them clear also to the users so as to
make sure that privacy is protected at all times.
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