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AbstrAct

In the domain of travel and tourism, recommender systems have proven to be valuable tools for sup-
porting potential customers during the decision making process. In contrast to other domains, however, 
travel recommendation systems must not only include extensive knowledge about catalogued items but 
also require interactive elicitation of customer requirements. As a consequence, such systems often 
become highly-interactive and personalized Web applications, whose development can be costly and 
time-consuming. The authors see these factors as major obstacles to the widespread adoption of this type 
of recommender system in particular with respect to small and medium-sized companies and e-tourism 
platforms. The “Vibe virtual spa advisor” presented in this chapter is an example of a recommender 
system offering such high level interaction. It has been built with the help of AdVisor suite, an off-the-shelf 
knowledge-based and domain-independent framework for the rapid development of advisory applica-
tions. The chapter discusses how development costs can be reduced by using a framework that supports 
graphical domain modeling, domain-independent recommendation algorithms and semi-automated 
generation of production quality web applications. The authors also report on practical experiences and 
give an outlook on future work and opportunities in the domain of travel recommendation.
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IntroductIon

The travel and tourism sector is not only a lead-
ing industry with substantial growth rates, but is 
also a sector in which the web already forms the 
primary source of information. Today, people 
searching for travel destinations or planning a 
trip typically consult a web-based information 
system first. Furthermore, recent studies (such 
as those conducted by the European Travel Com-
mission) show that the share of customers that 
actually book their travel arrangements online is 
constantly growing, which in turn means that sales 
opportunities can be easily missed if appropriate 
electronic online services are not provided on 
travel agency web sites or e-tourism platforms. 
Consequently, the online market in the travel and 
tourism domain has become highly competitive, 
supporting a vast number of information and book-
ing platforms. However this has also resulted in 
the fact that online service providers are finding 
it increasingly harder to attract (new) customers 
to their sites, and more importantly, to turn these 
potential customers into buyers; see (Werthner & 
Ricci, 2004) for a detailed discussion on the role 
of e-commerce for tourism industry.

In this context, Recommender Systems can 
be seen as a promising opportunity to add value 
to online services that can help to differentiate a 
platform from its competition. Such systems have 
already been successfully deployed in various 
domains and have proven to be valuable tools for 
coping with information overload and for guiding 
online customers through the decision-making 
and purchase process.

Although there has been extensive research 
into recommender systems over the last decade 
especially concerning community-based ap-
proaches – see, e.g., (Adomavicius & Tuzhilin, 
2005) for an overview – the tourism domain 
shows some specific particularities. First, most 
travel recommender applications are content or 
knowledge based (Burke, 2000) i.e., the system 
possesses deep knowledge of the catalogued 

items; and can determine that the alternatives are 
simply not viable.

For example, community-based approaches 
require a minimal size of the user community, 
which is hard for small- and medium sized e-
tourism platforms to achieve. In addition, without 
a detailed buying history for each customer, cus-
tomers with similar preferences and tastes cannot 
be identified by collaborative approaches.

However, following a content-based approach 
also means that the customer’s travel preferences 
have to be elicited interactively using a complex 
elicitation, as it must support a heterogeneous 
user community including first-time visitors, oc-
casional users, as well as experienced travelers 
who have very concrete and detailed requirements. 
Consequently, the user interface for such a system 
should be conversational, adaptive and personal-
ized in order to be suitable for all these different 
user groups, see (Bridge, 2000), (Carenini, Smith 
& Poole, 2003) and (Thompson et al., 2004). 
Finally, there are also special requirements with 
respect to the generation of proposals, i.e. the 
recommendation algorithms.

The most prominent content-based systems 
utilize Case-Based Reasoning, see e.g., (McSherry, 
2005; Ricci & Del Messier, 2004; Ricci & Werth-
ner, 2002), as well as Critiquing (Reilly et al., 
2005) techniques. Utility functions for ranking or 
constraint-based filtering are also commonly used 
(Burke, 2000), either alone or in combination with 
other recommendation techniques. Furthermore, 
with respect to proposal generation algorithms, 
there are other specific problems to be solved in the 
travel and tourism domain such as the consistent 
“bundling” of several items, cf. (Ricci, 2002), 
which shall be discussed in a later section.

Compared with self-adapting collabora-
tive systems, the well-known drawback of all 
these knowledge-intensive approaches is that 
the required domain expertise, such as similar-
ity functions, has to be formalized in an initial 
modeling and formalization phase, and has to 
be maintained and updated on a regular basis. 
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