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The focus of this special section is on the specific challenges for recommender sys-
tems in tourism. The common task of classical recommender systems is to find the
best (single) product for a user, but in the domain of tourism, the scenario is con-
siderably more complex. Planning a vacation usually involves searching for a rea-
sonably large set of products that are interconnected (e.g., means of transportation,
lodging, attractions), with a rather limited availability, and where contextual aspects
may have a major impact (e.g., spatiotemporal context, social context, environmen-
tal context). In addition and most importantly, products are emotionally “loaded”
and therefore decision taking is not based only on rational and objective criteria
(Werthner and Ricci 2004). As such, providing the right information to visitors of a
tourism site at the right time about the site itself and various services nearby is chal-
lenging. Additionally, and in contrast to many other domains, information providers
are normally small-medium enterprises (SMEs) that do not have full information
about available opportunities. Finally, there is no single, standard format to house
this information and with this diversity, building effective recommendation systems
within the tourism domain is extremely challenging.
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The rapid development of information and communication technologies (ICT)
in general and the web in particular has transformed the tourism domain whereby
travelers no longer rely on travel agents/agencies (Werthner et al. 2015). Indeed,
recent studies suggest that travelers are now active in searching for information
and composing their vacation packages according to their specific preferences
(Xiang et al. 2015). When onsite, they search for freely available information
about the site itself rather than renting a visitor guide that may be available but
considered to be expensive and sometimes outdated. However, like in many other
cases, the blessing of the web comes with a curse—the curse of information over-
load. Recommender systems have been suggested as a practical tool for overcom-
ing this information overload.

The papers in this special section aim to specifically address some of the previ-
ously discussed challenges. Two of the papers, i.e., the first and the third one, rep-
resent extended versions of contributions presented at RecTour 2016, the Work-
shop on Recommenders in Tourism that was held in conjunction with the 10th
ACM Conference on Recommender Systems (RecSys 2016) in Boston, MA, USA
on September 15th, 2016 (Fesenmaier et al. 2016). The second paper was submit-
ted specifically to the special section. While far from being comprehensive, the
three selected articles tackle some of the current key challenges that have to be
faced in order to build more effective recommendation systems within tourism.

Weather plays a major role in tourism. It must be taken into account while
planning a tour as well as during the trip itself as unexpected weather events may
impact the original plan. Surprisingly, weather aspects have received little atten-
tion in the literature of context-aware mobile recommender systems so far. How-
ever, the impact of weather is definitely an area that calls for further research
(Gavalas et al. 2014). Hence Trattner et al. investigate in the first paper, which
extends their work presented at RecTour 2016 (Trattner et al. 2016), the “Util-
ity of the weather context for point of interest recommendations”. Their research
contributes to the literature on tourism recommender systems by investigating in
detail the extent to which weather features impact user check-in behavior on four-
square and how these features perform in the context of a points of interest (POI)
recommender system. The authors suggest a new POI recommendation algorithm
and demonstrate that the weather context can significantly increase the recom-
mender accuracy of a POI recommendation.

The title of the second paper is “Estimating a latent-class user model for travel
recommender systems”. When selecting the sites to visit on a trip, tourists have to
trade-off attraction against routing and time-use characteristics of POIs. In order to
recommend optimal personalized travel plans, an accurate assessment of how users
make these trade-offs is important. In this paper, Arentze et al. report the results of a
study conducted to estimate a user model for travel recommender systems that takes
into account a multi-attribute utility function of POIs as well as dynamic needs of
persons on a trip. A latent-class analysis of the results of an online survey shows that
significant differences exist between tourists in terms of how they make the trade-
offs between the factors and respond to needs. The estimation results provide the
parameters of a multi-class user model that can be used within travel recommender
systems.
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Finally, the third paper takes a look at group recommendation in tourism. Recom-
mender systems are usually designed to suggest items to individual users. However,
as many activities are typically done within group, group recommender systems have
become an important focus of research. Particularly in the travel domain it is crucial
to target families or group of friends, as traveling is often a social activity. However,
in order to develop travel recommender systems that are truly beneficial for groups,
the dynamics of group decision making processes in the tourism domain have to be
better understood. Delic et al. address this problem in the paper “An observational
user study for group recommender systems in the tourism domain”, which extends
their work presented at RecTour 2016 (Delic et al. 2016). They illustrate the design,
the outcome and the implications of a study that observes groups before, during and
after a travel decision making process.

The three papers included in this special section shed light on several specific
and less explored aspects of the challenges in the complex domain of recommender
systems for tourism.
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