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Destination Management Systems: Improving the tourism experience by empowering

visitors

Conference Subtheme: Modern ICT and social media

As most research conducted on DMSs suggests (Pollock, 1995; Buhalis, 2003), these
information systems are difficult to define. The diversity of DMSs and corresponding
functionalities make it difficult to establish a universal definition that can fit the remarkable
range of existing DMS solutions. However, there is a relative consensus that they are one of the
most modern ICT applications supporting tourism destinations.

According to most researches on E-Tourism, the specific features of DMSs should be created
taking into consideration the destination's characteristics and configuration, namely the cohesion
levels among suppliers, the capacity of local DMOs to act as the leading entities, the diversity of
tourism experiences available or even the level of E-readiness of destination's attractions and
businesses (Ndou and Petti, 2007: Alford and Clarke. 2009).

The lack of a universal conceptualization of DMSs that could narrow their scope has been
perhaps helpful in the development and broadening of DMSs’ contents and functionalities, thus
enlarging their scope and improving their performance and competitiveness.

Evidence shows that. when successfully implemented, DMSs were one of the most innovative
and efficient tools used by destinations to promote, attract and sell broad tailor-made tourism
experiences 0 a more sophisticated demand. DMSs’ efficiency in attracting tourists can be
partially explained by the rich media they incorporate and by offering tourists a reliable, official
one-stop-only destination portal that allows them to make the whole array of arrangements
inherent to travel and tourism (Buhalis, 2003; Egger and Buhalis, 2008).

Additionally, by conveying a homogencous and shared image of the entire destination, usually
under the auspices of public DMOs, DMSs have also been considered a valuable tool in creating
and maintaining a competitive destination branding (WTO, 2004; Wei and Jiu-wei, 2009)
However. although DMSs are intrinsically innovative due to both their technological pre-
requisites and to the cohesion among destination’s components that they require, it is pertinent to
ask how these broad and complex networks, usually partially owned and managed by public

entities and operated by actors with considerable distinct levels of E-readiness. have been giving



visitors a more active role in building their experiences, namely by applying some of the newest
methodologies in the area of tourism marketing, such as the Web 2.0, which has been
extensively used by private online intermediaries (“infomediaries™).

Firstly, this paper aims at building a broad framework of the types of functionalities that most
DMSs implement in their consumer-facing websites (C2B relationship). Since amongst official
destination portals DMSs have been pioneers in providing tourists online travel planning and
reservation mechanisms, the second and major goal of this paper is to evaluate how advanced
DMSs are enabling visitors to play a more active role in building their experiences. In this
context, this paper intends to analyze. for instance. whether DMSs are giving voice 10 past
visitors through the implementation of relatively new functionalities such as web 2.0, assisting
future visitors making their choices.

The main question underlying this research is: Although being widely considered modern and
efficient tools in promoting destinations and commercializing their offerings, are DMS
empowering visitors in improving their own experiences, namely by integrating the latest and
more innovative functionalities used in today’s E-Business, such as web 2.07?

As to the pursued research strategy. it will focus on the literature review of reference studies in
the field of DMSs, namely of their contents, functionalities and utility. The primary goal of this
methodology is to identify DMSs' functionalities that may allow DMSs to develop feedback
mechanisms that enable the perceptions of past visitors to be integrated in the core of DMSs'
contents. This literature review will be followed by a content analysis of selected DMSs that will
focus on exploring and evaluating the existence and features of the above mentioned types of
functionalities, namely those concerning web 2.0.

Concerning the relevance of the proposed theme. although there are many studies analyzing
DMO’s promotional websites, only a few of them are focused on the evaluation of the
architecture of DMS, with some exceptions such as the research undertaken by Teichmann and
Zins (2008). Furthermore, most of the research conducted in the area of DMSs focuses on
destination-based stakeholders rather than on the demand and on the more dynamic role it tends
to have in most areas of E-Tourism. It also seems relevant to critically analyze the rapid/slow
adoption of new philosophies and trends in E-tourism while, at the same time, evaluating the
participation and relevance of tourists” perceptions (C2C and C2B relationships) in the front-end
of official destination websites.

Regarding the paper’s main analytical methods, following and deriving from the above
mentioned literature review, an observation and evaluation grid of DMSs” functionalities that can

enable further and deeper interactions with past and future visitors will be proposed. The



empirical analysis of selected DMSs carried out in order to evaluate consumer participation
mechanisms will be based on the referred grid and will culminate in a qualitative analysis of the
obtained results.

This paper will test the thesis that DMSs' role in promoting the active participation of visitors
focuses in the planning and purchasing of tourism experiences rather than on permitting them to
give feedback on past experiences, assisting DMOs suppliers and future consumers. Hence,
DMSs tend to have an immediate commercially-oriented perspective of the demand, not taking
into account the role of consumer feedback mechanisms in promoting the sustainable
development of destinations.

One of the main results expected from this paper is that the majority of DMSs are not taking
advantage of functionalities, namely web 2.0, that maximize interaction between destinations
and the demand and, also, among several visitors. It is also expected to identify several ways
through which DMSs may improve this interaction. Some of the main recommendations
deriving from this paper's expected results are the need for DMSs’ managers to adopt
philosophies. tools and mechanisms that follow the new trends in terms of tourism marketing,
namely those that enable visitors to become active stakeholders in terms of the evaluation of the

destinations' offered experiences.
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