What’s Going On With TripAdvisor?
Vacation Rental Managers Experience Multiple Support Issues and
Unfair Listing Policies

Throughout the second half of 2014 and into 2015, vacation rental managers have been reporting a
multitude of issues with their listings on FlipKey/TripAdvisor.
From customer service to technology integration flaws and pricing complaints, property managers have
been struggling with listing their properties and are questioning TripAdvisor’s dedication and direction
regarding professionally managed vacation rentals.
After having all of their listings disappear from the FlipKey/TripAdvisor sites, one property manager sent
the following email to their account manager:
An additional 13 days later……… ALL but the one new listing are still missing from TripAdvisor in
[confidential location] ALL missing, [confidential location] ALL missing, [confidential location] ALL
missing, [confidential location] ALL missing, This now means that [XX] listings have been
MISSING FROM THE TRIPADVISOR LIVE SITES FOR OVER A MONTH DURING THE BUSIEST AND
MOST PROFITABLE TIME OF THE YEAR.
And this particular issue, along with a dozen others, has been reported for the last 18 months to VRM
Intel, so we wanted to know…What is going on with TripAdvisor/FlipKey?
This article covers the following:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

History of TripAdvisor/FlipKey
TripAdvisor’s decline in customer service and technology support
Rate parity for professionally managed and owner managed vacation rentals
Difference in treatment of vacation rentals vs hotels, attractions, and restaurants
Negative impact of issues for property managers
Airbnb, HomeAway and TripAdvisor comparison
TripAdvisor’s corporate direction regarding the vacation rental industry
Competing with Airbnb by offering free listings to shared space hosts
Response from Tracey Zhen, General Manager, TripAdvisor Vacation Rentals
United effort among vacation rental managers to address concerns with TripAdvisor CEO

History of TripAdvisor/FlipKey
TripAdvisor was founded in February 2000 by Stephen Kaufer, Langley Steinert, and several others.
Stephen Kaufer says the original idea wasn’t a user generated social media site to swap reviews. “We
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started a site where we were focused more on those official words from guidebooks or newspapers or
magazines. We also had a button in the very beginning that said visitors add your own review and boy
did that just as take off.”
In 2004, TripAdvisor was purchased by IAC/InterActiveCorp. IAC spun off its travel businesses under the
Expedia, Inc. name in August 2005.
In August of 2008, Expedia-owned TripAdvisor announced it had taken a majority stake in vacation
rental marketplace FlipKey which had 50,000 U.S. vacation rental listings. In perspective – in 2008 HomeAway had over 250,000 listings.
“Vacation rentals is the hot emerging category in travel and FlipKey has a great foundation and a smart
business approach,” said Steve Kaufer, founder and CEO of TripAdvisor about the acquisition. “We
believe we can help FlipKey become the leader in the space and, in turn, FlipKey content will satisfy a
growing need for TripAdvisor users.”
In December 2011, TripAdvisor was spun off from Expedia in a public offering. FlipKey remained under
the TripAdvisor umbrella.
TripAdvisor announced in February 2015 they are moving away with the FlipKey brand and naming their
vacation rental initiatives as TripAdvisor Vacation Rentals (TAVR).

TripAdvisor’s Decline in Customer Service and Technology Support
As most property managers who work with TripAdvisor know, many of the familiar faces in TripAdvisor
Vacation Rentals (TAVR), formerly known as FlipKey, have left the company, leaving an apparent hole in
knowledge of the industry.
The customer service issues reported by property managers are:









Inaccurate listings and inability to correct issues
Issues with technology and integration with software providers
Expired listings and deactivated listings appearing as active
Listings not being removed after the TAVR advertising contract expires
Inability to respond to reviews
Inability to suppress reviews on manager-owned websites
Lack of technical support
Poor customer account management and communications

One property manager said, “I’ve talked to several other managers around the country and they all
agree FlipKey’s service to property managers is absolutely horrible. When you call their office their
voicemails are always full and they’re always traveling around the country. Somebody needs to bring
attention to them so they can get their act together.”
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Disappearing Listings
Sanctuary Vacation Rentals, located in California’s Monterey Peninsula, saw all of their listings disappear
from the TripAdvisor sites in July 2015. The email to TripAdvisor stated, “Last Wednesday (7/15) ALL our
listings went offline on our FK Admin site and ALL the live FlipKey and TripAdvisor marketing sites.”
According to an insider, TripAdvisor recently made significant changes to their technology. It is possible
that missing or incomplete data fields in integration with software interfaces caused problems, but the
lack of experience and industry knowledge in the new TripAdvsior team has made it difficult to identify
or address the issues.

Rate Display
A vacation rental manager in Oregon reported, “I have gone down to listing only a few homes. Because
their model is to list the absolute lowest nightly rate we have, we get lots of people inquiring who are
looking for a cheap deal. For some reason, they do not understand that rates are higher in the summer
season and that the posted nightly rate does not include taxes, fees, etc.”

Erroneous Reviews
In Maine, Justin Ford, owner of On the Water in Maine Vacation Rentals, said, “The biggest issue we had
with FlipKey and TripAdvisor (that they both blamed on each other and never fixed) was that a property
that had previously been managed by another rental company switched to us for management. We, of
course, listed it on FlipKey as we have a relationship with them. FlipKey ‘identified’ that the property
was the same one listed with the previous agency and not only re-attached previous negative reviews
for that property to our new listing of it, but they also copied over the horrible responses to those
reviews from the previous agency, and attached our logo to those responses making it out that we
responded to the negative reviews.”
Ford added, “We spent 6 hours on the phone with FlipKey and TripAdvisor trying to fix it, but neither
would. We finally had to change the marketing name of the property and the address slightly to get the
negative reviews to disappear.”
Ford received the following response from TripAdvisor:
With our big site migration, that I’m sure you noticed in January, we had a ton of issues and each
account manager got quite behind. After February, the team then had two account managers
leave and had to start maintaining all their accounts as well. This is by no means an excuse, but I
want to make sure you’re aware that, unfortunately, everyone was behind as far as response
time goes. Since then we’ve hired two new account managers and have mostly gotten back up to
speed. I understand this doesn’t fix the situation you had with slow response rates, but it was
definitely an adjustment period here.
Annee Martin, founder at Sanctuary Vacation Rentals in Pacific Grove, CA, also received unsatisfactory
responses, and as the summer comes to a close, Sanctuary has still not seen all of their listings return to
the sites.
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Martin said, “We have been thoroughly disappointed in the fundamental lack of stability in their service
and technology. Uptime is something that we have come to expect from marketplaces, and we do not
have these issues with any other providers. The folks at FlipKey have developed a business model that is
counter to the goals and practices of professional managers. Their current model may be better for
RBOs.”
As for Justin Ford…”We were extremely frustrated that no one at TripAdvisor or Flipkey would take
any ownership to fix (the issues). We recently ended our relationship with FlipKey.”

More customer support and technology issues
Like Justin Ford, Amy Gaster, co-founder of Tybee Vacation Rentals in Tybee Island, GA, recently decided
not to renew their contract for over 200 property listings with TripAdvisor.
“We are taking a risk by not having a presence on one of the largest travel websites in the world,” said
Gaster. “It was a difficult business decision. We have been spending over five hours per week just trying
to get our issues resolved with TripAdvisor. But with no response from support, no way to talk to
someone, and no resolution to our laundry list of issues, we were forced to pull our listings.”
Tybee Vacation Rentals sent the following email outlining their complaints to TripAdvisor -before making
the decision not to renew their contract -in a final effort to get a response from anyone on their team
who might be able to help resolve their list of issues.
To whom it may concern:
I have yet to have been able to make contact with anyone regarding the potential of renewing
our advertising agreement. Despite being long time customers and having always had an
individual account manager who would personally call to negotiate our renewal, we have been
without one since Connor Gavigan’s departure in February. As you can see from the generic
email sent to us on May 10th it seems as if your company doesn’t even realize he is no longer
there given he is who is listed as the contact.
At this time our company is not planning on renewing our advertising agreement due to the
persistent communication issues and functionality problems with the API. These include issues
with activating and deactivating listings, managing reviews, rates, calendar updates, etc.
Despite being assured that with our switch to V12 that we would have a fully functioning API
feed we have had nothing but continual issues. I would assume that your company would take
seriously issues of this magnitude – as I can assure you having our staff continually being berated
due to incorrect listing data is not our goal in advertising with FlipKey/TripAdvisor.
Unless we can resolve all distribution issues as well as increase communications, as mentioned
previously, we will be forced to seek out other listing distribution options. Please provide me with
an updated account manager so that we can discuss in detail.
Another large vacation rental management company owner in Florida, who wished to remain
anonymous, said, “While I respect and admire the ambitious vision of Stephen Kaufer and TripAdvisor to
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create a transactional marketplace for the vacation rental consumer, the actual execution from the
Vacation Rental division is one of utter incompetence and chaos.”
He continued, “The problems with that division start with Dermot Halpin, President of the Vacation
Rental division and extend to Tracey Zhen the General Manager – both of whom are masters at the lack
of truthfulness to its clients in terms of technical problems, content integrity and pricing issues. The
chaotic culture and abusive culture towards clients has led to a revolving door of experienced employee
departures which has further exasperated the issues. Until the issues with senior management at Trip
Advisor are addressed, the vacation rental division will continue at a rapid pace to ruin its previous good
will among large property management companies in the industry.”
With the reported ongoing issues, a group of professional vacation rental management companies have
united to write a formal complaint about the poor service and support at the Vacation Rentals Division
to TripAdvisor CEO Steve Kaufer.
(If you would like to be included, contact us, and we will send your name to the organizer.)

Rate differences for professionally managed and owner managed vacation rentals
Like most online vacation rental marketplaces, TripAdvisor is moving to a transactional business model,
charging homeowners and managers a percentage of the transaction (and in some cases, an additional
fee to guests).
According to TripAdvisor CEO Stephen Kaufer in last week’s Q2 2015 earnings call:
In vacation rentals, our ongoing shift to a transaction-based model continues to progress nicely.
Users can choose from more than 720,000 properties and we continue to focus on adding more
high quality inventory. We’re also in the process of refreshing our owner center, creating a
simpler, more engaging and unified experience.
The financial benefits continue to shape up nicely as transaction revenue accounted for more
than 50% of our Q2 vacation rentals revenue. We like where we are in our shift to the
transaction model as it is beneficial for travelers and homeowners alike…Where I see vacation
rentals being in the future, I would expect it to be almost all transaction oriented.
However, TAVR is charging a 7% transaction fee for professionally managed listings while they are
charging homeowners only 3% -with an additional percentage to the guests (mirroring Airbnb’s model
for individual homeowners).
While TripAdvisor Vacation Rentals currently offers subscription pricing and Pay Per Lead pricing (a
model that HomeAway phased out this year) to property managers, the difference between
transactional rates for vacation rental managers and vacation rental homeowners has angered some
property managers.
As part of a response sent to VRM Intel from TripAdvisor Vacation Rentals GM Tracey Zhen, said:
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While property managers always have and will remain a fundamental part of what we do,
another key change this year and last has been our increased focus on homeowners as demand
to list independent properties continues to rise sharply in the vacation rental market. Property
managers – which have sometimes thousands of properties and require account managers,
custom technical integrations and more – have different requirements to independent
homeowners. We’ve set our rates to match these requirements, and these rates are very much
in line with industry standards.
See Tracey Zhen’s full email below.

Difference in treatment of vacation rentals vs hotels, attractions, and restaurants
On TripAdvisor, vacation rental reviews are only seen if that vacation rental owner or manager pays to
list the property on the site, while reviews of hotels, restaurants and attractions are visible regardless of
a monetized relationship with the supplier.
“If you are a hotel, your hotel gets listed on TripAdvisor regardless of whether or not the hotel pays for
advertising,” said Gaster. “However, if you want your rental home listed for reviews, you have to pay.
Vacation rentals are treated very differently by TripAdvisor. As soon as I stop paying for my homes on
TripAdvisor, my 3,000 reviews go away too. Our vacation rental travelers have lost their voice.”

Negative Impact for Vacation Rental Managers
With the recent high turnover, TAVR’s new employees may not fully understand the impact their
technology shortcomings and lack of response has on a vacation rental management company. While
the frustration levels are high and PMs are forced to divert time and resources to address issues with
TripAdvisor listings, property managers are experiencing more critical consequences from the problems
at TAVR.
Impact on the PM business and their relationships with homeowners
First, vacation rental managers are service providers for homeowners, and providing listings on
marketing channels (such as TripAdvisor) is part of that service. When the home listings are inaccurate,
property managers receive complaints in the form of angry emails and phone calls from the
homeowners they represent. The relationship with TripAdvisor directly affects the relationship the
manager has with the homeowners. The issues are causing a reported loss of business, revenue and
good will for vacation rental management companies.

VRM Intel –Amy Hinote

What’s Going on With TripAdvisor?

6

Legal Issues with the misrepresentation of vacation homes
Second, there are legal concerns with misrepresenting a home or advertising a home not under
management, and in several U.S. states, it is illegal to advertise a rental home without a contract with a
homeowner.
One vacation rental manager ended a contract with a homeowner and removed the property from his
software system, but the home remained on TripAdvisor. “We couldn’t get them (TAVR) to take it
down,” said the manager. “After many heated discussions with the homeowner, they eventually sent us
a letter from an attorney threatening to sue us. It wasn’t until we sent the attorney’s letter to TAVR that
we were able to get any response.”
As TAVR service and support issues escalate, vacation rental managers are being forced to remove their
listings from the TripAdvisor platform to avoid negatively impacting their own business performance and
relationships with their homeowners. The cost is that thousands of reviews disappear along with the
listings, as vacation rental reviews only appear on TripAdvisor for paid listings.

Where is TripAdvisor Heading with Vacation Rentals?
For industry participants and analysts, it is difficult to understand why TripAdvisor is not leading the fastgrowing vacation rental sector.
When TripAdvisor entered the vacation rental industry with their acquisition of FlipKey in 2008,
TripAdvisor had everything they needed to control the vacation rental space, including brand
recognition, funding, technology expertise, control of reviews, and built-in relationships.
As one insider said, “It was ours to lose.”
For an interesting historical perspective, Tnooz published an article in 2009, in which TripAdvisor
and HomeAway CEOs traded barbs about the direction of their marketplaces.
But even with all of their advantages, TripAdvisor has struggled to stand out as the leader in vacation
rentals.

Comparing TripAdvisor, HomeAway and Airbnb
Over the last few years, TripAdvisor Vacation Rentals (TAVR) has grown from 160,000 listings to 720,000
listings since 2011.
The chart below compares vacation rental listing growth with HomeAway and Airbnb.
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Vacation Rental Listing Growth 2011-2015:
TripAdvisor, HomeAway, Airbnb
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In 2015, while HomeAway remains on focused private whole home vacation rentals, both Airbnb and
TripAdvisor are attempting to capitalize on both whole home vacation rentals and shared space short
term rentals.
There are key differences between Airbnb and TripAdvisor Vacation Rentals:
1. Airbnb offers a single, uniform transactional pricing model for vacation rental managers,
individual homeowners and hosts offering shared accommodations.
TAVR offers different pricing models:
 For professionally managed vacation rental homes:
 Subscription (negotiated between TAVR and PMs)
 Pay Per Lead (a model HomeAway phased out this year)
 7% transactional model
 For individually managed homes and hosts offering shared space accommodations,
TAVR implemented the same transactional pricing that Airbnb offers (3% + a Guest Fee).
2. Airbnb first solidified its core market of hosts offering shared private residence accommodations
before adding resources to work through technology initiatives to attract professionally
managed homes. In contrast, TripAdvisor is simultaneously overhauling its technology platform,
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moving into Airbnb’s shared space, and trying to manage support and service issues for owners
and managers with a bootstrapped team.
3. Airbnb’s competitive advantage in the shared accommodations market is that hosts do not have
many alternatives for listing shared accommodations. In contrast, professional vacation rental
managers have several other viable options, including HomeAway, Airbnb and others.

TripAdvisor’s Corporate Direction with Vacation Rentals
Even with the fast growth in the vacation rental industry, TripAdvisor CEO Stephen Kaufer sees building
its attractions business as a more appealing sector (outside of hotels).
In TripAdvisor’s Q2 2015 Earnings Call, Kaufer said, “Our three-to-five year growth initiative is to further
improve the user experience by helping more consumers around the globe find and book attractions,
restaurants and vacation rentals and to reinforce our leadership position in these categories. Perhaps,
our biggest opportunity to do this is in attractions.”
Kaufer also said:
In vacation rentals, our ongoing shift to a transaction-based model continues to progress nicely.
Users can choose from more than 720,000 properties and we continue to focus on adding more
high-quality inventory. We're also in the process of refreshing our owner center, creating a
simpler, more engaging and unified experience.
The financial benefits continue to shape up nicely as transaction revenue accounted for more
than 50% of our Q2 vacation rentals revenue. We like where we are in our shift to the
transaction model as it is beneficial for travelers and homeowners alike.
So we expect the hotel space to migrate towards transaction, but where I see vacation rentals
being in the future, I would expect it to be almost all transaction oriented. I think hotels will
remain split for the foreseeable future.

Competing with Airbnb in Shared Accommodations
TripAdvisor is now shifting to courting the lower-end shared home space in an attempt to compete with
Airbnb, as reported last week by Skift.
According to Dennis Schaal at Skift, TripAdvisor's "Flipkey unit has been quietly adding Airbnb-style
room rentals to its existing portfolio of vacation rentals.”
Commenting on the initiative, TripAdvisor spokesperson Laurel Greatrix told Skift: “This is a very recent
addition and it means that any homeowner, anywhere in the world, can now list their spare room for
free through TripAdvisor Vacation Rentals (just as they can an entire property). Travelers will see spare
rooms listed in their search results alongside other properties (houses, apartments, villas, condos, etc.)
available in the area they’re looking at.”
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According to HomeAway CEO Brian Sharples last week in their earnings call, “It seems like TripAdvisor
has changed their strategy several times in the past few years. They appeared to be trying to move
much more towards an Airbnb-type model.”
While TripAdvisor is chasing Airbnb’s shared space accommodations model, Airbnb is working to
establish relationships with professional vacation rental managers via integrations with LiveRez,
BookingPal, LeisureLink, Barefoot and others.
What industry observers find baffling is that TripAdvisor already had a solid base with the professional
suppliers that Airbnb is seeking. Yet TAVR is dismissing this competitive advantage with attempts to
chase after Airbnb’s clientele.

Response from Tracey Zhen, General Manager, TripAdvisor Vacation Rentals
In response to recent articles spotlighting the issues property managers are experiencing, TripAdvisor
Vacation Rentals GM Tracey Zhen sent the following:

At TripAdvisor Vacation Rentals, we’re constantly working to improve our business and provide
the best possible marketplace for property managers, homeowners and travellers. This year has
been a very important period of transition for our business, with significant changes aimed at
providing a better experience for all of our customers, of which property managers are a vitally
important group.
The most important of these changes was our move to a single platform. This shift in our
technology – the biggest we’ve ever made – didn’t come without challenges. Our teams worked
tirelessly to meet these challenges and help our customers who were impacted by them. We
know it was rocky and we’re sorry about the issues the migration caused some of our customers.
We completed the transition several months ago and we’re happy to be back to business as
usual.
While property managers always have and will remain a fundamental part of what we do,
another key change this year and last has been our increased focus on homeowners as demand
to list independent properties continues to rise sharply in the vacation rental market. Property
managers – which have sometimes thousands of properties and require account managers,
custom technical integrations and more – have different requirements to independent
homeowners. We’ve set our rates to match these requirements, and these rates are very much
in line with industry standards.
Our business has seen tremendous change and growth over the last year, and with that came an
increased workload for our account management teams. We’re continuing to make hires to
align to our growth rates and service levels.
In our extensive growth over the last year, we’ve continued to enjoy positive and fruitful
relationships with the industry. We strive to give our property managers great experiences, but
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like any business, we don’t always get it right. When we make mistakes, we do everything we
can to fix them quickly. We’re aware of the isolated incidents mentioned in your post, but these
are a small proportion of our client base. We also receive feedback from satisfied clients on a
regular basis, for instance:
“FlipKey consistently produces quality guest leads and referrals for us. FlipKey’s technology is
cutting edge, the Owner login and functionality is helpful and easy to use and the live support
team extremely professional and responsive. Flipkey’s online presence augments our own
marketing efforts and our businesses work together symbiotically and effectively. FlipKey is and
will remain our number one vacation rental marketing partner!” - Coastal Vacation Resorts at
Oak Island
However, what Zhen refers to as “isolated incidents” is becoming a widespread initiative among
vacation rental providers.

Vacation Rental Managers Unite to Address Concerns with TripAdvisor CEO
In the past week, over 20 vacation rental managers representing approximately 5,000 vacation homes in
the U.S. and in Europe have united to bring their issues to the attention of TripAdvisor executives. And
they are reaching out to other property managers to join in their efforts.
(To be included in this initiative, click here.)
The newly formed group has drafted a letter addressed TripAdvisor CEO Stephen Kaufer which states (in
part):
We are writing on behalf of professional vacation rental managers (undersigned below) to
express our concerns with issues we have experienced with Flip Key/TripAdvisor Vacation Rentals
Division. You may not be aware of some of these items so we feel it is important to bring them to
your attention since TAVR is an important division of TripAdvisor.
Many of us have been satisfied TAVR customers for years and have received acceptable service
and functionality within the system. Over the last 18 months the service, support,
communication and functionality have deteriorated dramatically due in part to significant staff
turnover, while the technical issues have created inaccurate pricing, inaccurate calendars,
outdated photos, incorrect location details, inaccurate content that cause consumers to believe
we are deceiving them…
We hope this feedback will be useful and productive to you and your senior leadership, and that
this feedback will lead to necessary changes in focus, communication, and transparency
regarding senior management within TAVR, specifically Mr. Dermot Halpin the President of the
Vacation Rental Division, and Ms. Tracey Zhen the General Manager of the Vacation Rental
Division.
We all value TripAdvisor as being one of the world’s leading travel websites. We appreciate the
quality guest traffic, the leads the site brings from our listings and the opportunity the site
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provides for our guests to leave independent third party reviews of their experiences in our
properties.

The letter outlines issues experienced by the group or vacation rental professionals, including:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Inaccurate listings and inability to correct issues
API feeds is not functioning
Expired listings and deactivated listings appear live on the site
Listings not being removed after the TAVR advertising contract expires
Guest reviews are not all showing up within the TAVR Admin but are showing up live,
making it impossible for a manager to respond to a review when this is the case.
Inability to manually suppress reviews on our own websites,
Technical support issues
Poor customer account management and communications
Lack of commission parity for professionally managed properties vs. owner managed
properties
The TripAdvisor Philosophy is Inconsistent with its policies for vacation rental listings.

According to the group, “Our intention is to offer feedback on the VR division of TripAdvisor with hopes
to make TripAdvisor executives aware that there is a serious problem that many managers are talking
about with the hope that ‘mismanagement and technical issues’ will be addressed and customer
communications and response time can improve.
The draft of the letter closes:
We realize TripAdvisor is a large company with many areas of focus and the vacation rental
segment may not be high on the priority list. We, on the other hand, are in the business of
managing and marketing our homeowners’ properties to ensure success to our clients and the
best guest experience possible. There are many other distribution options to choose from, which
many of us utilize with great success. However it would be unfortunate for the vacation rental
industry as a whole if TripAdvisor fails to recognize and resolve these issues for the good of
TripAdvisor, the consumers, and the advertisers.
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