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Tripadvisor welcomes the opportunity to offer the following response to the
Competition and Markets Authority’s (CMA) draft guidance on the unfair commercial
practices provisions of the Digital Markets, Competition and Consumers Act (the
Draft Guidance). Having provided travellers with travel guidance and information for
more than two decades, we believe we've gained valuable expertise that enables us
to provide meaningful feedback on the Draft Guidance.

About Tripadvisor

Tripadvisor is an online travel platform focused on helping travellers benefit from the
best of the internet—scale, reach, and the wisdom of crowds. As a platform for
traveller reviews and feedback, Tripadvisor has developed an industry-leading
approach to trust and safety that maintains the integrity of the reviews and opinions
hosted on the platform. This means focused work and investment to ensure that our
community of travellers and travel businesses alike can have confidence in the
reviews posted to our platform. Tripadvisor does this by employing a
platform-relevant approach to fake review detection.

To ensure the content appearing on the platform is relevant to the travel community,
Tripadvisor has established detailed policies and community guidelines that govern
reviews and user generated content on our platform.” Unlike other platforms that
host content for varied internet user segments, Tripadvisor’s policies and guidelines
were established with a specific community of internet users in mind:
travellers/diners and travel/restaurant businesses. That means Tripadvisor’s trust
and safety program is designed to allow only content that meets the specific needs
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of the travel community and complies with travel-relevant trust and safety
standards.

Furthermore, to underscore our commitment to trust and safety we have been
transparent on our policies, processes and progress. Notably, Tripadvisor was the first
platform to issue a review transparency report in 2019, explaining our content
moderation policies and practices and detailing the volume and trends of the review
fraud targeting our platform.® As an update to this 2019 report, Tripadvisor released
its 2023 Review Transparency Report, the third edition in Tripadvisor's ongoing
commitment to transparency via reporting.* Based on the full year of content
submitted in 2022, the report looked at 73 million reviews and opinions shared by the
Tripadvisor community, including 30.2 million reviews submitted by 17.4 million
members. Some of the notable findings in this edition of the report include:

e 100% of reviews submitted to Tripadvisor were assessed by advanced
screening technology. Of those reviews, 2.3 million reviews were moderated by
a human either before posting or after posting.®

e Due to a diligent, layered approach to moderation, 1.3 million total reviews
were identified as fake and removed from the platform in 2022.°

e The vast majority - 72% - of fake reviews were caught before they were posted,
compared to 67.1% in 2020.

e Upholding community standards via enforcement includes a range of
potential penalties of users and/or properties. In 2022, Tripadvisor instituted
341 red badge warnings, the most serious penalty on the site, which included a
ranking penalty.?

Most recently, we announced last year that Tripadvisor protected travellers from
more than two million biased reviews in 2023°. From the more than 31 million reviews
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submitted in 2023, our team removed a record 2 million+ biased reviews from the
site. In another unprecedented accomplishment — four out of five of those biased
reviews never even made it on our site. This achievement underscores our
unwavering commitment to guarding the integrity and trustworthiness of reviews on
Tripadvisor.” Looking ahead, we plan to soon announce our 2025 Review
Transparency Report. You can visit www.tripdavisor.com/trust for related
announcements and updates.

In addition to staying committed to transparency, we believe we have a
responsibility to draw on our two decades of review-hosting experience in support of
others’ review integrity efforts. That's why, in 2022, Tripadvisor leveraged its
leadership in trust and safety by convening the first conference of review hosting
platforms to share best practices for addressing fake reviews." This conference led to
the launch of the Coalition for Trusted Reviews (CFTR) in 2023, which is the first-ever
cross-industry collaboration committed to protecting access to trustworthy
consumer reviews worldwide."”

Together, CFTR members are defining best practices for hosting online reviews and
strengthening fake review detection efforts, with the goal of stopping fake reviews at
the source. The CFTR was pleased to convene its most recent industry conference in
London in October 2024 where policymakers, trust and safety professionals, CMA
officials and others committed to stopping fake reviews came together to promote
trustworthy reviews.” We look forward to continuing to build out CFTR’s role in
supporting a feedback economy that consumers can rely on.

Tripadvisor’'s Response to the Draft Guidance on Prohibition of Fake Reviews

Tripadvisor appreciates the CMA's work to protect consumers from unfair
commercial practices - including review fraud. We believe that guidance of this
nature can support businesses hosting reviews to achieve a reasonable and
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1.

proportionate standard for review hosting that ultimately benefits consumers by
ensuring they can rely on review content to make informed decisions. Altogether,
Tripadvisor’s experience and role as an established player in the feedback economy
informs the following perspective regarding the Draft Guidance:

The Draft Guidance correctly targets bad actors: As the CMA well knows, bad
actors that employ tactics to “tip the scales” and deceive consumers via review
manipulation create major challenge for all websites hosting reviews. This includes
the buying and selling of fake reviews. Whilst most businesses play by the rules,
our findings, as shared in our 2023 Review Transparency Report, confirm
businesses are motivated to submit fake reviews in an effort to boost their online
profile."

As Tripadvisor shared with the then-Department for Business, Energy and
Industrial Strategy (BEIS) in its October 2021 consultation on competition and
consumer policy, we believe that a specific legal prohibition on the commissioning
and/or incentivisation of fake reviews will increase the trust consumers have in
platforms such as Tripadvisor, and will increase the benefit that they gain from our
services.” For that reason, Tripadvisor appreciates the Draft Guidance’s clear
prohibitions on the submitting or commissioning of fake or concealed incentivised
reviews (B.17-B.18) and on fake review brokers, who submit fake reviews or
concealed incentivised reviews on behalf of businesses (B.22-B.23). Guidance like
this is useful to platforms, businesses and consumers in that it clarifies it is a
banned practice to buy, sell, incentivize without disclosure, or otherwise
manipulate review and rating content.

To more directly benefit consumers, Tripadvisor recommends the CMA expand
these guidelines to better address truly bad actors by incorporating provisions
that ensure consumers are protected against review suppression via threats of
harm or legal action. Specifically, Tripadvisor has seen in the UK and in jurisdictions
across the world how threats of Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Participation
(SLAPPs) and other tactics can be used by displeased businesses to censor and
intimidate customers that leave a negative, but legitimate review. Individual
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consumers - faced with threats of harm and/or the option of either defending a
lawsuit based on something as common as a review - have no choice but to
retract their speech from the public view.® Whilst this phenomenon has been
acknowledged in Parliament, the CMA will recall that the attempt to pass
anti-SLAPP legislation ultimately failed.”

2. The CMA should clarify its definition of a fake review (B.9) to ensure a genuine
experience with a product or trader qualifies to be reviewed even if the
experience wasn’t experienced in its entirety or paid for by the reviewer: In its
Draft Guidance, the CMA defines a fake review as, “a consumer review ‘that
purports to be, but is not, based on a person’s genuine experience’. Tripadvisor
believes it would be pro-consumers for the CMA to further clarify that a “genuine
experience” may include reviews of products or traders, even if the experience
was not completed in its entirety, or paid for by the reviewer.

Tripadvisor believes in the right to write and in that spirit, our policy is to allow
users to, in some cases, review products or services they did not experience in
their entirety. For example, Tripadvisor has seen many reviews over the years
reporting experiences “at the threshold” and before technically or fully consuming
the product or service. Therefore, Tripadvisor believes that actually completing a
transaction or experiencing all aspects of the entire service should not be a
requirement to leave a review, and some level of flexibility should be afforded to
ensure these experiences can still be reviewed. To illustrate, consider the following
scenarios: a same-sex couple is denied a hotel stay or a diner sees a rodent
upon entering a restaurant and decides to leave. Both examples may not include
the guests actually experiencing the service in its entirety, but are useful
experiences for future potential guests to be made aware of.

Additionally, before a review can be published, Tripadvisor screens every review
against our sophisticated review screening system and requires reviewers to
certify that they are reviewing their own experience; however, Tripadvisor is not a
closed platform and accordingly doesn't require reviewers to provide a receipt or
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a proof of purchase to prove a genuine experience. This is becauseTripadvisor
believes every customer experience counts and, in practice, the person that pays
the invoice is not necessarily the only customer at a table or traveler in the room.

Furthermore, requiring users to present evidence they consumed the service
when writing a review for a business, including via a proof of purchase, would not
promote the integrity of review content for several reasons:

e Such arequirement could expose platforms to new and potentially
heightened fraud risks, including enhanced abilities for traders to engage in
review manipulation (i.e. review boosting);”® and

e Such arequirement restricts the freedom of expression of all people who had
an experience with an accommodation service and want to leave a review.

e Adding this requirement could disadvantage smaller businesses or certain
establishments (i.e. free or public points of interest), where generating a
receipt or proof of purchase may be impossible or a more complicated
endeavour.

For the reasons articulated here, Tripadvisor recommends the definition of a fake
review (B.9) be clarified to ensure the ‘genuine experiences’ can include
experiences that weren't experienced in its entirety or paid for by the reviewer.

3. The Draft Guidance should clarify expectations on publishers that syndicate
review content. As the CMA knows, the review ecosystem includes publishers
that deploy a direct publication model where consumers leave a review directly
on a platform like Tripadvisor, as well as the third party or syndicated publication
model, where review content is syndicated or licensed from another publisher by
a third-party. Tripadvisor primarily deploys the direct publication model; however,
we also syndicate and/or license our review content to third-parties and, to a
much smaller extent, receive review content from third-parties too.

Many review “publishers”, as defined in the DMCC, come to direct publishers like
Tripadvisor to obtain our review content via a syndication model because, among
other things, they value the expertise behind our review moderation operations

'® “The Impact of Fake Reviews on Online Visibility: A Vulnerability Assessment of the Hotel Industry.”
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and the trust associated with our brand. (We will call such publishers “secondary
publishers” here.) Based on this experience, it is our view that secondary
publishers should be allowed to rely on direct publishers from whom they receive
review content to satisfy some, if not all, of their obligations related to prevention
and removal of banned reviews and false or misleading consumer review
information.

Conversely, if the CMA were to implement the expectation that secondary
publishers must deploy the same trust and safety operations as the direct
publishers from where they obtain review content, direct publishers would have to
share sensitive user data and sensitive trade secrets with the secondary
publisher to enable the secondary publisher to deploy duplicative trust and
safety operations. This seems both unnecessary and potentially detrimental to
consumers, who risk broader data disclosure, as well as the consumer feedback
ecosystem, which relies on the ability of platforms to syndicate review content.

To address this issue, Tripadvisor recommmends improving B.52 to clarify that a
“reasonable and proportionate” measure might involve the reliance on the
resources and capabilities of a trusted, specialist third party to provide sufficient
“prevention and removal steps” to prevent and remove banned reviews and false
or misleading consumer review information. Tripadvisor believes that adopting
this approach aligns with the CMA’s view that, “There is unlikely to be a one size
fits all or ‘tick box’ approach, which is appropriate for all publishers to deploy to
prevent and remove from publication banned reviews or false misleading
consumer information.” (B.27)

4. The Draft Guidance embeds much needed flexibility to ensure competition and
innovation can exist in the review-hosting ecosystem: Tripadvisor agrees with
the CMA’s view that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to review trust and
safety (B.27). This is especially important to our platform because, as described
above, Tripadvisor is a travel platform and accordingly has established policies
and guidelines with a specific community of internet users in mind:
travellers/diners and travel/restaurant businesses.” For that reason, Tripadvisor
strongly holds that public policies like this Draft Guidance must protect
consumers from review fraud by incorporating a level of flexibility that enables
platforms to enact platform-relevant policies and practices. More specifically:
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e By calling for “reasonable and proportionate” steps to address the prohibited
practices (B.24), the CMA correctly focuses the Draft Guidance on preventing
the negative effects of fake and concealed incentivised reviews rather than
proscribing specific tactics to promote content integrity.

e B.53(a) correctly assesses that a publisher’s business model, including
actions to protect the platform from fake reviews, will look different for
platforms open to reviews by non-paying consumers of a product or
customers of a trader.

e Tripadvisor applauds the CMA for ensuring the flexibility embedded into the
Draft Code preserves the ability of consumers to leave reviews anonymously.
As the CMA knows, many internet users broadly value online anonymity for a
range of reasons and in a range of online applications, including preserving
privacy, avoiding online and real world harassment, and protecting a person
from being linked to sensitive topics, issues, or conditions.”® Fostering open
and frank customer reviews is one online activity where anonymity often
plays an important role. Besides the many sincere and positive reasons
consumers prefer to be able to engage online anonymously, many reviewers
believe that they can be more open and honest in an anonymous context
than if they identified themselves.”

5. The Draft Guidance should clarify that publishers are not required to disclose
policies and procedures when such disclosures would empower fraudsters to
circumvent platform trust and safety measures: For the benefit of consumers,
the Draft Guidance requires publishers to share policies and provide details on
the publisher's approach to addressing the publisher’s unique risks. As stated
above, to promote transparency, Tripadvisor reports information on its trust and
safety processes and outcomes, including details around fraud detection on the
platform.”” We agree transparency further enhances confidence in the reviews
appearing on our website; however, we would caution the CMA against any
interpretation of the Draft Guidance that results in requirements that platforms
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publish sensitive internal policies and procedures that are used to support
fraud-fighting operations. Given the fact that fraudulent and deceptive content is
sometimes generated by sophisticated fraud rings, platforms that publish
reviews must be able to develop and deploy anti-fraud efforts without having to
disclose that information publicly, where it can be leveraged by fraudsters to
contravene trust and safety efforts.

Closing

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the CMA’s Draft Guidance. While we
agree with the spirit of the Draft Guidance, it is our hope that some of our proposed
enhancements can be incorporated to improve industry alignment and provide
platforms publishing review content with protections against review fraud. We are
happy to answer any questions you may have about this submission, and look
forward to working with you to support a vibrant, healthy and pro-consumer
ecosystem.



