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Abstract

Reputation management is important in achieving a competitive advantage for travel agencies.
This paper aims to bring more insights into the (online) reputation of tour operators and identify
the specifics in this field of business. The authors approached the topic from the perspective of
the tour operators. They focused on the following areas: factors influencing customers” choice
according to the managers’ perspective, reputation components and identification of the main
internal and external sources of reputation, ICT implementation, and reputation protection
through an approach to negative reviews. The research was based on the qualitative research
design, using in-depth interviews was decided as appropriate and consequently, the content
analysis was applied. As a result, in the framework of the research, three external sources of
reputation were identified: (1) social media and networks, (2) supplier reputation and quality,
and (3) media. Three internal resources were used: (1) supplier reputation and quality as
part of the strategy, (2) quality of the service, and (3) education and training of employees.
The main specifics of the tour operators are the following: (1) higher dependency on social
networks (mainly Facebook considering the form of content and the age group of customers),

(2) closed and private groups with no possible protection of the reputation or even monitoring,
(3) high dependency on the supplier’s reputation and quality standards, (4) fragmented market
(many “no name” businesses) is often perceived as a mass by the customers, a negative case
described by media can threaten the reputation of the whole sector.
Keywords online reputation, social media, reviews, tour operators

Preliminary Communication
https://doi.org//10.20867/thi.27.20

INTRODUCTION

The concept of reputation management is gaining increasing traction, especially within the tourism industry. The widespread use
of Internet platforms has become an indispensable component of marketing and communication strategies for tourism service
providers such as hotels, airlines, and travel agencies (Buhalis and Law, 2008). Intermediary companies hold a pivotal position in
the distribution network of tourism services, assuming a dual role in catering for tourists and service providers in the tourism market.

Travel and holidays constitute one of the most significant and recurring household expenses, constituting a substantial portion of an
individual’s annual budget (Buhalis and Law, 2008). The expansion of Internet usage has brought about a dramatic shift in consumer
behavior within the tourism industry (Mills and Law, 2004). Potential travellers now have direct access to a vast range of information
provided by tourism organizations, private businesses, and increasingly, other consumers. Rather than relying on travel agencies,
customers actively search for travel-related information and conduct online transactions such as booking flights and accommodations.
Consequently, hotels and airlines have emerged as direct competitors to traditional tour operators in this evolving situation.

This paper aims to bring more insights into the (online) reputation of tour operators and identify the specifics in this field of
business. The authors approached the topic from the organizational perspective and focused on the following areas: factors
influencing customers” choice according to the managers’ perspective, reputation components and identification of the main
internal and external sources of reputation, ICT implementation, reputation protection through approach to negative reviews.
The aim is also to identify tour operators” reputation specifics and conceptualize the related issues.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW

Similar to other sectors, the reputation of tourism enterprises is intricately intertwined with various facets such as public relations,
as delineated by several scholars (Lesley, 1995; Kotler, 2007; Foret, 2011). The concept of ‘image’, rooted in psychology,
promotion, and public relations, is also closely associated with reputation. Despite their interchangeability in discourse, most
scholars exhibit a greater interest in ‘image’ (e.g., L 'Etang, 2009; Kotler and Keller, 2012). Multiple definitions of reputation
exist (Fombrun, 1996; L Etang, 2009), with corporate identity serving as another pivotal aspect. These elements are intimately
linked to communication strategies, ensuring effective engagement with target audiences (Foret, 2011).

Tour operators play a crucial role in bringing tourists to tourist destinations by organizing, packaging, marketing, and operating
tourism service providers (Sigala, 2008; Pompurova et al., 2022). A tour operator is a tourism service provider, firm, or company
that buys travel services from individual tourism service providers to create a package tour, which is then sold at their price to
the clients directly or through another intermediary/travel agent. The tour operators might provide some services as some have
their own cars and coaches, accommodation facilities, or other travel-related services (e.g., guides, local representatives, etc.).
Most tour operators purchase them from other suppliers.
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Reputation management is the vital factor in achieving a competitive advantage for travel agencies. The main tour operators strive
to differentiate themselves from their competitors, offering similar products and portfolios and building favourable relations with
their stakeholders (El Asrag et al., 2018). In contemporary times, especially after the Covid-19 pandemic, this need for a good
reputation and customer relations are even more important. Customers as stakeholders with their “word of mouth” information
influence tour operators” reputations (Matuleviciene and Stravinskiene, 2015, 2016). Since the introduction of Web 2.0, reviews
(e-Word of Mouth) have been affecting customers’ behavior (Litvin et al. 2008), especially in the service industry (Singh et al.,
2023). A company with a good reputation can also have a higher pricing policy and lower marketing costs (Svoboda, 2009). Abrate
and Viglia (2016) confirmed the direct impact of reviews on the price of tourism. The tour operator’s specific product, the package
tour (Holland and Leslie, 2018) is affected and evaluated according to the quality of services, which the package tour consists of.
Service quality, customer satisfaction and trust create customer loyalty to service providers (Set6-Pamies, 2012). The reputation
of the tour operator is affected by the reputation of suppliers (Kassim and Abdullah, 2010; Kvitkova and Petrii, 2023). Hotels
are the most important stakeholders, in turn, the reputation of which impacts the reputation of tour operators (Ghada and Maher,
2015). Reputation is very closely linked with the image, which is also one of the factors influencing the choice of a package tour
(Ferencova, 2012). Reviews create or influence customer expectations and later customer satisfaction (Rodriguez del Bosque et al.,
2006) and virtual reality influences travel intentions to respective destinations (Skard et al., 2021). Managing the online reputation
of a tour operator is about achieving two important things: (i) ensuring that negative online reviews or ratings do not cause new or
existing customers to get the wrong idea about the tour operator’s product and services (ii) using reviews to proactively improve
the tour operator’s quality and customer service (Kvitkova and Petrti, 2022).

Generally, the tour operator’s reputation issue is not much of research interest. Most researchers focus on hotels (Kvitkova and
Petri, 2023) or users, and the tour operators stay aside of interest. Reputation is a very complex phenomenon, it indicates to
the customers what services are “safe” to buy, tells the employees what company to work for, and to investors what stocks are
worth investing in (Khairat and Maher, 2015). This paper adopts the lenses of potential customers but approaches the reputation
from the business side. The tour operators” business is specific (Holland and Leslie, 2018), and the related reputation issues are
an identified research gap. This paper aims partly to fill this gap by focusing on the tour operators in detail.

2. METHODOLOGY

The research on tour operators was part of a large project (2020 — 2023) including research in the hotel industry, hospitality,
destinations, and customers. The data analysis is continuously conducted and the results” publications are still in progress.

The authors decided on a qualitative approach, conducting in-depth interviews with the tour operators” managers. In-depth interviews
are a suitable qualitative data collection method and social science researchers use it. These interviews enable respondents to
articulate their perceptions and interpretations of the situation, using their own words (Knott et al., 2022). This method is well
grounded in the research, acknowledged and widely used by the researchers (Sin, 2009; Zavattaro and Daspit, 2016).

The tour operators were nominated based on their position in the market, e.g. on a purposive basis (Yin, 2011). This enables
collecting answers from respondents in different situations. Yin (2011) states that this approach allows one to get a broader
perspective and context of an analyzed situation.

Together 11 tour operators in the Czech Republic were addressed. Finally, five in-depth interviews were conducted. In 2022,
two major players on the market (marketing or PR manager) and three small and middle-sized tour operators (owners) were

interviewed. The interviews revealed slight differences depending on the size.

Table 1: Overview of the interviewed units

Type of TO Position of the person Number of participants
Major players Marketing or PR manager 2
Small and Middle-sized TO Owner 3

Source: Own research

The in-depth interviews lasted between 30 and 60 minutes. The interview structure consisted of 30 questions. The interviewed
persons were introduced to the topic, the first questions were simple, just to build trust and gain certainty. The second part was
focused on the core questions. The focus covered the following areas: factors influencing customers” choice according to the
managers’ perspective, reputation components and identification of the main internal and external sources of reputation, ICT
implementation, and reputation protection through an approach to negative reviews.

To analyze the interviews the content analysis was applied and the main components were identified. Considering the number

of interviews and the specifics of the topics, a manual analysis was made. For the paper, the conceptual analysis was chosen.
The answers were coded and assigned to categories where appropriate.
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The question about factors influencing customers” choice was important to see if reputation is understood as an important
factor by the managers. Reputation components and identification of the main internal and external sources of reputation were
important to understand how the reputation is created. The sources were divided into two groups — internal (are under control,
can be influenced by the business and constitute the reputation) and external sources (are out of control, explicitly express the
opinion of clients and are available to the public). The section of reputation protection through an approach to negative reviews
was included to identify and describe the strategies.

3. RESULTS
3.1. Factors of consumer choice
The interviews brought insight into the problems. Starting with the perceived factors of customer choice as an introductory

topic, the managers and owners perceive the following factors as decisive:
*  Emotions

e Price

e Trust

¢ Recommendation
e Brand

These factors were mentioned, and the answers overlapped. No one mentioned explicitly reputation, however, trust, brand,
and recommendation can be understood as part of reputation and WOM. The brand was relevant for the major market players.

After the discussion about customers” choices, the interviews focused on reputation, its components, and specifics. From the
interviews, and the subsequent content analysis, the following areas were identified.

3.2. Sources of online reputation
Social media and networks — the external source of reputation

The tour operators usually have their page on Facebook, some also on Instagram. They understand social media as an important
communication channel. The main problems mentioned were that content is out of control, closed and private groups are not
possible to monitor, the unsatisfied customers are the loudest, no protection from the platform providers. There is a website
(in the Czech Republic), which was created for reviews of the tour operators www.recenzecestovek.cz. This website is not
perceived as appropriate by the managers as most unsatisfied customers write there their reviews and there is no possibility of
reacting or contacting the customer. Some tour operators monitor the platform and in case of a specific problem, they try to find
the customer in their database.

Supplier reputation and quality — the external and internal source of reputation

External perspective means, that the product of the tour operators is mostly dependent on the quality of the hotels. The stay in
the hotel creates the most important part of the stay and influences significantly the satisfaction of the client. The tour operators
cooperate with TripAdvisor, and some of them have a direct plugin incorporated into their website to immediately show the
rating of the offered hotel.

The internal perspective means, how the tour operator includes the hotels” rating and reputation in their product strategy and
reputation management strategy. Some tour operators regularly check the reviews and ratings. Some tour operators have a
certain rating limit and if the rating decreases under this limit, they stop cooperating with the hotel.

Media — the external source of reputation

Media are important, especially for the major market players. They are in the spotlight of the journalists. The customers are
aware of it, and some can misuse the power of the media for their benefit (e.g., in case they feel like their complaint was not
resolved). However, the media also plays a positive role in reputation and image. Interviews, statistics, trends, and comments
are helpful inputs for the media’s content. The major market player has a crisis communication plan and in case of an issue, the
trained person can talk to the media to calm the situation down.

For small and medium-sized tour operators, the media are not important for direct contact, but media create a reputation of the

whole field of business and influence trust in tour operators in general. Small and medium-sized tour operators usually monitor
what is going on in media as their customers may react to it.
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Quality of the service — the internal source of reputation

The quality of own services is perceived as crucial. Customer service and communication before departure, guides and travel
agency delegates, animation programs, information flow etc. These are aspects of the services of tour operators. Their quality
is one of the decisive factors influencing the complex experience and feeling the customer gains. Small and medium-sized tour
operators rely on a personal approach and loyalty building.

Education and training of employees — the internal source of reputation

The tour operators don’t have special training in reputation management. In the major market players, there is a system of
training relevant to the specific position - complaint handling, PR, social media communication etc. The small and middle-sized
tour operators don’t have any training related to reputation or communication.

3.3. Reputation protection, approach to negative reviews

The third area of discussion followed and the approach to online reputation management was discussed. Here the difference
between major players and smaller tour operators was identified.

The tour operators focus on the prevention of dissatisfaction, however, when asked explicitly about answering negative reviews
two main approaches were mentioned by the major market players: (1) follow a prepared strategy in answering, and/or (2) rely
on ambassadors and a built community, expecting that somebody will defend their name and reputation. The small and middle-
sized tour operators do not have any strategy, they focus on prevention and (3) direct communication between the delegate (or
tour guide) and the customer or (4) direct feedback collection, and thus prevent the negative feedback being published online.
One tour operator said they collect questionnaires, and the other one contacts the loyal customers individually and asks for
feedback.

3.4. ICT implementation

The fourth area was the ICT implementation in terms of reputation. The tour operators agreed that there is no program that
would be able to monitor the reputation and reviews of tour operators. The major market players use social listening programs
and monitor the mentions.

The small and medium-sized don’t use any ICT, they monitor the feedback manually. When asked about the possible
implementation of such a program for online reputation management, their concerns are the price, training, upgrades, and
reliability. In this context, they mention again the closed and private groups on Facebook.

The situation in the Czech Republic is specific in this regard, as most of the small and medium-sized tour operators were
established in the 1990s and the owners might have a reserved attitude to technologies, automation, and new communication
tools. They mostly have stable and loyal clients, and they prefer direct and personal communication. Therefore, the issues
mentioned during the research are serious enough to prevent the desire and will to search for the appropriate ICT solutions.

4. CONCEPTUALIZATION

In the framework of the research, three external (social media and networks, supplier reputation and quality, and media) and
three internal (supplier reputation and quality, quality of the service, and education and training of employees) sources of
reputation were identified. The “supplier reputation and quality” is mentioned in both categories, as it has two dimensions: (1)
the impact of the reputation of the hotels on the tour operators” reputation, and (2) internal processes and approach to this -
setting limits, monitoring, choice of the offered hotels.

The main specifics of the tour operators are the following: (1) higher dependency on social networks (mainly Facebook
considering the form of content and the age group of customers), (2) closed and private groups with no possible protection
of the reputation or even monitoring, (3) high dependency on the supplier’s reputation and quality standards, (4) fragmented
market (many “no name” businesses) is often perceived as a mass by the customers, a negative medialized case can threaten
the reputation of the whole sector.

The concept of tour operators” reputation and its specifics are conceptualized in the following scheme.

88



Tourism and Hospitality Industry 2024, Congress Proceedings, 27, 85-90
Kvitkova, Z. & Petru, Z. (2024). CONCEPTUALIZATION OF ONLINE REPUTATION OF TOUR OPERATORS: ...

Figure 1: Concept of tour operators” reputation and its specifics
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Source: Own elaboration based on the research
The concept presents the identified sources and specifics of the reputation management of tour operators.

As the managers were interviewed in 2022, the Covid-19 pandemic was still significantly impacting the travel sector. The most
important aspects in terms of reputation were the vouchers issued in 2020, the approach of the tour operators and the media
interpretation. The pandemic had the power to destroy the reputation and trust in the business, however, the tour operators
managed it quite well. The respondents think that the tour operators following the legislation were perceived better than
those who issued their vouchers with different conditions and that this might have an impact on their reputation. One small
tour operator said that they returned the money immediately and that helped their reputation and increased the trust of their
customers. They were also afraid of the bankruptcies of the entrepreneurs and the media presentation as this might threaten the
trust of tour operators in general. Most respondents conclude that it was a difficult period, but the reputation of tour operators
and trust in the field of business increased. However, this is specific for the time being and does not apply to the general concept
of online reputation.

CONCLUSION

The research aims to bring insight into the reputation management of tour operators as this was identified as a research gap. The
paper identified the sources of reputation and the specific features of tour operators. The findings are in line with the current
research streams, confirming that the main source of reputation is the suppliers, mainly hotels. Talking about online reputation,
social media and networks play a crucial role.

The findings bring theoretical and managerial contributions. The theoretical contribution consists of the concept of the reputation
sources of tour operators and its specifics as this was missing the extensive literature about reputation management. The practical
and managerial contribution is in revealing some of the possible strategies and approaches to online reputation management
and the explicit identification of the reputation sources. Especially small and middle-sized tour operators suffer from a lack of
systematic approach and this paper can bring their attention to the main issue linked with online reputation management.

The research has some limits. To identify more strategies and approaches, it would be helpful to interview more respondents.
However, their willingness to cooperate was rather low. The competition on the market is very strong and the managers are
afraid of giving any information in concern of loss of competitiveness due to information leakage. There are some specifics
of the Czech market, where five major players operate and then many smaller tour operators. Their reputation is threatened by
the reputation of the whole sector. Therefore, the sensitivity of clients towards the reputation of the particular tour operator can
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differ in time based on the medialized cases and reputation of the whole tour operators” sector. This might be different in other
countries depending on the market structure, history, customer protection efficiency and reliability.
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