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Covid-19 and Tourism Recovery in Philippine Beach Destinations: 

The case of Bohol and Siargao 1 

A. Introduction 
The tourism sector is one of the hardest-hit sectors by covid-19. Travel restrictions, border shutdowns 

and reduction in the number of flights have impacted travel within and across countries. The pandemic 

is affecting the suppliers of tourism (e.g. airlines and hotel bankruptcies), together with its consumers, 

who may not feel safe traveling and have less disposable income to do soi.  

Despite the large shock, willingness to travel continues. During the pandemic, consumers across age 

and income groups report that they miss traveling more than anythingii. As travel restrictions and 

containment measures have been lifted in some countries, tourism has begun to recover during the 

summer holidays (Figure 1), especially in Europe (Figure 2). Nonetheless, as new waves begin to occur, 

travel restrictions are being reintroduced.   

Figure 1. Covid-19 nearly halted tourism worldwide, 
with tourism recovery peaking during the summer 

Global Covid19Tourism Index  

Figure 2. Tourism recovery during the summer was largely 
led by Western and Eastern Europe 

Covid19Tourism Index by Regions as of August 15, 2020 

  
Source: Temple University, 2020 

In East Asia, as of mid-November, tourism recovery is highest in China and South Korea, while tourism 

in the Philippines struggles. All countries in the region are experiencing low flight volumes, especially as 

borders remain largely closed. Based on the Covid19Tourism Index2 , China’s and South Korea’s 

performance benefit from their pandemic control and the performance of major hotels and hotel 

chains, which are now serving the domestic market. In comparison, tourism performance in the 

Philippines is hindered by the high number of new covid-19 cases and low hotel performance. Tourism 

in the Philippines is still largely at a standstill. Travel is restricted by subnational policies, which typically 

allow travelers from the same province and/or require a negative RT-PCR test. Lastly, interest from 

potential travelers to the Philippines is the lowest in the East Asian countries covered by the 

Covid19Tourism Index.  

 
1 The authors of this report are Andres F. Garcia (Senior Economist) and Ma. Charmaine Robles Crisostomo (Consultant). The 

report has benefited greatly from guidance by Cecile Thioro Niang and Souleymane Coulibaly; together with feedback from 
Roberto Galang, Lesley Cordero, Antonio Baptista, John Perrottet, Ahmed Eiweida, Rolando Canizal, Jin Lee, Jessie McComb, 
Nikola Kojucharov, and Bradley Weiss. 
2 The Covid19Tourism Index provides a good overview of the sector, which combines the performance of aviation, hotels, 

covid-19 cases, online search interest from potential tourists, and the level of mobility in tourism-related locations. 
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Figure 3. In East Asia, tourism recovery is highest in China and South Korea,  
compared to a relative standstill in the Philippines  

Covid19Tourism Index as of October 31, 2020 

China South Korea Philippines 

 
Score 47.8: Aviation 10.7, Hotel 100,  

Pandemic 100, Interest 100 
*Index axis is 60 instead of 100 

 
Score 33.5: Aviation 12.8, Hotel 34.7,  

Pandemic 63.4, Interest 100, Mobility 100 
 

 
Score 22.5: Aviation 12.9, Hotel 31.7,  

Pandemic 24.5, Interest 24.5, Mobility 55.9 

 
Source: Temple University, 2020 

The purpose of this study is to document how covid-19 is affecting the tourism market and assess the 

readiness of selected destinations in the Philippines to respond to this new normal. As of mid-

November, tourism players in the Philippines are experiencing a slow reopening, with destinations 

opening their internal borders gradually (Boracay: October 1, Bohol: November 15). In other parts of the 

world, tourism recovered during the summer and operated under new normal protocols. Therefore, this 

paper will begin by assessing changes in consumer preferences and tourism products experienced by 

other countries. Thereafter, it will document the preparations that the Philippine government is carrying 

out in for the sector’s operation in the new normal, and issues that may affect the ability of Bohol and 

Surigao del Norte to operate under the new normal. Lastly, the report concludes with recommendations 

to leverage the covid-19 recovery to build a stronger, more sustainable and resilient Philippine tourism.  

B. Tourism recovery: global emerging trends in consumer behavior 

and expectations 
 

Tourism recovery has been slower than previously estimated with some experts expecting tourism 

spending to return to pre-crisis levels only until 2024iii. Consumer confidence and travel behavior will 

be more deeply impacted the longer the pandemic goes oniv as preferences and behavior experienced 

during tourism in the times of covid-19 become the new normal.  

The low level of current travel is largely driven by the low perception of safety. A traveler survey by 

Deloitte finds that less than one quarter of people would feel safe staying in a hotel or flying (Figure 4). 

Out of the countries covered in the survey, less than 20 percent of Japanese, South Korean, Spanish, and 

Canadians would feel safe. In comparison, over one third of French and Indian citizens feel safe. The low 

perception of safety is leading people to postpone their travel plans. In China, people with the lowest 

future expectations toward safety are deferring travel to nine months out, after the Chinese New Yearv. 

In comparison, those that do venture abroad, may face covid-19 tests and quarantine when returning 

from abroad (e.g. United Kingdom, Germany). Moreover, other countries have largely closed their 
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borders for international tourism travel such as Australia, Canada, and others require a mandatory 14-

day quarantine in government facilities (e.g. South Korea). Such travel restrictions are largely 

disincentivizing international travel.  

Figure 4. Most people do not feel safe staying in hotels or taking a flight 

Citizen’s perceptions to traveling 

 
Source: Deloitte, 2020 

Domestic travel drove tourism recovery during the summer 
While people show interest to travel abroad, they largely decide to travel domestically. During the 

summer holidays, people largely travelled domestically, which was expected given the high level of 

international travel restrictions (Figure 5); apart from regional travel within Europe and between the 

United States, Mexico and the Caribbean. Nonetheless, there was still interest in traveling across 

borders. In the case of Korea search interest for hotel nights was nearly the same for international and 

domestic destinations (Figure 6)vi. However, nearly all bookings were made for hotels in domestic 

destinations 

Figure 5. Most countries have international travel restrictions in place 

International travel restrictions on July 30, 2020 

 
Source: Our World in Data, 2020, based on Oxford Coronavirus Government Response Tracker 
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Figure 6. Koreans are still interested to travel abroad but are deciding to travel domestically 

YoY Domestic/International Trends in Searched nights for South Korea 

 
 

YoY Domestic/International Trends in Ticketed nights for South Korea 

 
Source: BCG, 2020 

 

Consumers are preferring to travel to destinations closer to home as they are more interested to drive 

than to fly. In the United States, most summer trips planned were likely to be to domestic destinations 

as over 50 percent of people prefer to drive than to fly. Similarly, over 50 percent of Chinese travelers 

were planning to travel to domestic destinations, with cars and trains being the preferred transportation 

modevii. Nonetheless, travel during special holidays still brings people to fly. In South Korea, during the 

long weekend of April 30, domestic arrivals to Jeju Island reached 90 percent of its 2019 levels. Similarly, 

during China’s Labor Day holidays, arrivals to Sanya reached nearly 70 percent of its 2019 levels.  

Increasing safety through strict hygiene protocols 
Attention to hygiene and fewer crowds can influence the likelihood to travel. In the United States, 

BCG’s covid-19 consumer sentiment survey shows that the travel industry can encourage demand by 

investing in virus safety measures such as best-in-class hygiene and promoting social distancing to have 

fewer crowds (Figure 7). Similarly, McKinsey’s Consumer Leisure Travel survey finds that intense room 

cleaning is the top action that survey respondents across countries would like to see from hotels to 

protect guests. 
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Figure 7. In the US attention to hygiene and fewer crowds are more likely to encourage travel 

How would each of the following influence your likelihood to travel in the near future, selected options 

 
Source: BCG, 2020 

The tourism industry is responding through the implementation of safety and hygiene protocols. 

Many countries have introduced safety and hygiene protocols to increase the perception of safety. For 

example, the Thai government introduced the Amazing Thailand Safety & Health Administration 

certification. Similarly, hotel chains introduced their own protocols, such as the Marriott Cleaning 

Council, Shangri-La Cares, IHG Way of Clean, and Accor’s ALLSAFE Cleanliness & Prevention Label. This 

might be one of the reasons the HVS’s traveler surveyviii finds that two third of travelers would prefer to 

stay in internationally branded hotels (Figure 8). Likewise, PWCix finds that brand trust, including 

confidence in safety and cleanliness, is the most important factor that influences hotel bookings. 

Contactless operations such as digital payments and self-check in are being promoted as part of most 

protocols to promote social distancing and increase the perception of safety.  

Figure 8. Travelers are more likely to book accommodations in internationally branded hotels as they 
seek brand trust and confidence in safety and cleanliness 

Type of accommodation likely to book Factors taken into account when booking a hotel 

  
Source: HVS, 2020 Source: PwC, 2020 
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Increasing preference for beach, nature, and outdoors 
Travelers are showing preferences to travel to the beach, nature, and outdoors. Travelers have started 

to consider their health risk exposures when choosing their next destinationsx. As previously mentioned, 

the nature of covid-19 and the social-distancing measures in place are reflected in travelers’ preferences 

toward destinations with fewer crowds (Figure 7). A survey by Oliver Wyman shows that Chinese 

travelers are now increasingly considering places that are closer to nature. Similarly, in the US, among 

travelers who were interested in taking a trip to relax and get a way during the summer, BCGxi finds that 

the most frequent trips planned were visits to a beach/resort or to nature and the outdoors (Figure 9).  

Figure 9. US consumers prefer domestic getaways to beach and outdoor 

 
Source: BCG, 2020 (May 8-11 survey) 

C. Impact and opportunities for tourism recovery in the Philippines  
 

The experience during the ongoing tourism recovery shows that people are starting to travel to 

domestic destinations, expecting high levels of hygiene and safety, and preferring nature/outdoor 

settings with no crowds. The previous section highlighted the changes in consumer preferences that are 

affecting tourism demand. In this section, we assess the trend that tourism was following in the 

Philippines before covid-19, and the level of preparedness in responding to the new consumer 

preferences.  

Tourism in the Philippines before and after covid-19 
Before the pandemic, the tourism industry in the Philippines was growing at a fast pace. Neighboring 

China, Korea, and Taiwan contributed to nearly 50 percent of the 8.3 million arrivals in 2019, showing 

growth rates from 2018 of 22, 39, and 35 percent, respectively. Nonetheless, domestic tourism was the 

main segment fueling tourism expenditures in the Philippines (  
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Figure 10) as trips by residents were equivalent to over 100 million tourists per year in 2018. This is 

reflected in the 2018 World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC) Power and Performance Report, where 

the Philippines ranked 7th among countries that have seen the largest growth in travel and tourism’s, 

based on contribution to GDP. 
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Figure 10. Domestic tourism expenditure has been largely driving tourism growth 

 
Source: Philippine Travel Survey Report, 2020 

The tourism sector was a major source of employment in the Philippines, with MSMEs contributing 

over 95 percent of jobs. In 2019, PSA reports that the tourism industry contributed to almost 13 percent 

of GDP. The sector was also a strong contributor to employment as 14 out of 100 employed Filipinos 

were in tourism-related activities. Over 99 percent of establishments in accommodation and food 

services were micro, small, and medium enterprises; which generated over 95 of employment in the 

sector. 

Unfortunately, as of November 2020, tourism is still largely restricted within the Philippines. Borders 

remain closed to foreign tourists. Moreover, decisions to open destinations to domestic travelers relies 

on individual LGUs and are affected by different lockdowns. Changing quarantine status on both 

destinations and home cities also affect the ability to move around the country. As a result, flight 

cancellations are common. Intercity buses services have been halted as many interisland ferry 

connections. Tourism destinations have begun to allow travelers, with requirements differing based on 

the destination. Those requirements vary from free movement for local/residents within the province to 

requiring a negative RT-PCR tests, in addition to other requirements that can vary across local 

government units. The result is that tourism is still largely at a standstill in the Philippines.  

Domestic tourism potential and expectations 
Filipinos still want to travel once the travel restrictions are lifted. The Philippine Travel Survey Report 

provides insights on Filipino travelers’ sentiments on the new normalxii. Over 50 percent of respondents 

expect their first trip to be a vacation. The top travel activities for them would be going to the beach, 

road trips, and staycations (  
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Figure 11).  

  



 

10 
 

Figure 11. Most Filipinos want to go to beach and on road trips once they are allowed to go on vacation 

 
Source: Philippine Travel Survey Report, 2020 

As highlighted by the global tourism recovery experience and expectations of Filipino travelers, 

changes in consumer preferences will require key attention to hygiene and sanitation together with 

crowd controls. When asked about best practices that travelers would like to see implemented once 

travel is allowed, the top priorities identified by people in the Philippines were hygiene and sanitation, 

social distancing measures, and self-service digital processes (Figure 12). The change in preferences is 

similar to those from travelers abroad.  

Figure 12. Filipino travelers are expecting clean places and not crowded destinations 

Which best practices would you like to see implemented once travel is allowed? 

Source: Philippine Travel Survey Report, 2020 
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Preparing health and safety protocols for the new normal  
DOT has introduced health and safety protocols for accommodations, restaurants, and land transport 

to operate under the new normalxiii. The guidelines for hotels and resortsxiv include areas such as 

temperature checking, provision of sanitizers on premises, the use of PPE by housekeeping staff, room 

disinfection, and the use of masks and social distancing measures in public and common areas. Similarly, 

DOT has introduced protocols for restaurant accreditation, which includes protocols and guidelines such 

as frequent cleaning and disinfection of high-touch areas, floor markings to ensure physical distancing, 

customer contact tracing log sheet, and the wear of proper PPE for employees. Lastly, DOT has also 

introduced protocols for land tourist transportation where drivers need to wear mask and gloves, 

physical distancing for passengers. 

Destinations are also implementing their own safety protocols and certificates. In the case of Bohol, 

the provincial government is planning to use the Ultimate Bohol Experience certificate system to 

establishments that are compliant with health and safety protocols, to complement DOT’s accreditation 

system. The provincial government of Surigao del Norte issued an executive order on August 11th that 

requires tourists to present negative RT-PCR results taken within 48 hours before the date of arrival to 

the provincexv. Furthermore, tourists are required to have bookings for at least 15 days from a resort in 

the area accredited by DOT as a quarantine facility for tourists.  

D. Destination performance in perspective: Bohol and Siargao   
In order to decompose the experienced growth and new recovery challenges, we focus on two 

outdoor/nature provinces that grew at double digits during the previous decade. The first is Bohol 

province which is the latest destination to host an international airport in the Philippines. Bohol’s top 

attractions include the Chocolate Hills Natural Monument, the Tarsier and Wildlife Sanctuary, Balicasag 

Reef, the Loboc River, and popular beaches such as Alona and Dumuluan Beach. The second is Surigao 

del Norte Province, which is one of the fastest growing destinations in the Philippines. Its top attractions 

include many of its smaller islands, such as Naked and Dako Islands, together with beaches and Cloud 9 

Surfing Tower. Siargao, part of Surigado del Norte, was named by Conde Nast Traveler readers as the 

Best Island in the World in 2019. 

High and unsustainable tourism growth before COVID-19 
During the previous decade, Bohol and Surigao del Norte experienced high tourism growth (  
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Figure 13). In 2019, the nearly 1.6 million overnight stays in Bohol were nearly five times those from the 

beginning of the decade. For Surigao del Norte, the 658 thousand arrivals in 2019 were nearly four times 

the 2010 levels. Between 2018 and 2019, arrivals to Bohol grew at 6 percent while those to Surigao grew 

at over 33 percent.  
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Figure 13. Tourism to Bohol and Surigao del Norte has grown rapidly 

Overnight visitors in accommodation establishments 
 

Bohol Surigao del Norte 

  
Source: DOT, 2020 

The number of accommodations in Bohol tripled during the previous decade, with over half of them in 

Panglao Island. The number of rooms in Bohol increased from around 2,600 in 2009 to over 9,000 in 

2019. The island of Panglao hosts has about 300 accommodation establishments offering 5,000 rooms, 

receiving 70 percent of all overnight tourists  (Figure 14).  

Figure 14. Tourism growth in Bohol has been largely concentrated in Panglao Island 

Historical mapping density of accommodations in Bohol 

2010 2019 

  
Source: World Bank team’s estimates 

In Surigao del Norte, the supply of accommodation rooms increased by a factor of 22 during the 

previous decade. Surigao del Norte hosts around 260 accommodation establishments with over 1,800 

rooms. Between 2010 and 2019, the availability of rooms increased by 22 times. The municipality of 

General Luna in Siargao Islands hosts 216 accommodations offering over 1580 rooms (  
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Figure 15).  
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Figure 15. Tourism growth in Surigao del Norte has been largely concentrated in Siargao Island 

Historical mapping of accommodations in Surigao del Norte 

2010 2019 

  
Source: World Bank team’s estimates 

Destinations’ performance: digital sentiment analysis of sanitation and crowdedness  
Big data can be used to identify areas that may hinder the ability of destinations to operate in the new 

normal. Reviews from travel sites such as TripAdvisor have been used by tourists as a source of 

information when making decisions on where to stay and what to do. While ratings are a very useful 

indicator of overall performance and have been correlated with hotel performance, sentiment analysis 

of reviews provides a closer look at the aspects of a place or product that has affected consumer 

experiencexvi. Studies show that consumers give more importance to reviews with negative sentiment, 

as some discount for the reviews with positive sentiment as fakexvii. Therefore, this section uses 

sentiment analysis (Annex 1) on all TripAdvisor3 reviews left by travelers on hotels and attractions in 

Bohol and Surigao del Norte.  

Bohol 

The overall perception on Bohol’s accommodations is positive. TripAdvisor review ratings reflect 

positive overall sentiments, with 4 and 5-star ratings comprising 77 percent of all reviews (  

 
3 Reviews by people with less than five contributions and attractions or hotels with less than 10 reviews were not included in 
the sample. 
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Figure 16). When applying the NRC methodology to the 11,270 TripAdvisor reviews to classify words in 

each review per sentiment class, reviews are largely classified under positive, joy, trust and anticipation 

sentiments. Nonetheless, there are 1 and 2-star ratings, which might be associated with negative 

sentiments.  

  



 

17 
 

Figure 16. Consumer Perception of Bohol accommodations is largely positive 

   
Source: Author’s estimates using TripAdvisor data, 2020 

Surigao del Norte 

Travel reviews also indicate positive views of accommodations in Surigao del Norte. Over 80 percent 

of Surigao del Norte accommodations have 4 and 5-star ratings in TripAdvisor. Using the NRC lexicon in 

the 1,062 TripAdvisor reviews, we find that words used in the reviews are largely associated with 

positive, joy, trust, and anticipation sentiments (Figure 17). As with Bohol, there are some 1 and 2-star 

reviews that might be associated with negative sentiments.  

Figure 17. Consumer perception of Surigao del Norte accommodations is largely positive 

   
Source: Author’s estimates using TripAdvisor data, 2020 

Cleanliness and sanitation 
Applying sentiment analysis on reviews with hotel ratings of 1 and 2 stars can help determine 

whether there are issues affecting cleanliness and sanitation. Using the Bing lexicon, the word “dirty” is 

within the top three words associated with negative sentiments in Bohol and Surigao del Norte, and 

“smell” within the top 10 for Bohol (Figure 18). This is a sign that both destinations may face some 

challenges in meeting travelers’ expectations regarding cleanliness and sanitation.  
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Error! Reference source not found.Figure 18. Words such as “dirty” and “smell” are associated with negative 
sentiments 

  
Source: Author’s estimates using TripAdvisor data, 2020 

Bohol 

Negative reviews in TripAdvisor appear to be linked to poor sewage systems. Using bigrams, phrases 

such as “smell bad” and “bad smell” or “terrible smell” occur frequently in reviews with low rating 

(Figure 19). The samples of TripAdvisor reviews in Figure 19, exemplify the type of issues that travelers 

find, which appear to be linked to a lack of proper sewage treatment systems.  

Figure 19. Tourists have issues with bad and terrible smells in Bohol accommodations, which might be linked to 
sanitation problems 

Words preceding “smell” - AFINN Sample of TripAdvisor Reviews 

 
 

“This place was very spacious with a huge bed and had basic 
amenities. Bathroom is very basic. Upon entering the room, it was 
clean but there was a horrible smell that lingered the entire 3 nights 
we were there. It was very strong and we could not leave the doors 
opened to air out the place as mosquitoes would fly in. Bathroom 
had the worst smell.” 
 
“…There was a terrible smell in our room. It smelled like sewage. We 
complained to the staff and all they were able to do was put an air 
freshener in our room.”  
 
“Super polite staff, close to the centre, beautiful garden perfect for 
relaxation as located in quiet corner of the town. Very tasty 
breakfast. On the other side: noise in the room, constant hume of 
some machine and running water from higher level in the middle of 
the night. Terrible smell from waste water system, hard to get rid 
of….” 

Source: Author’s estimates using TripAdvisor data, 2020 

Issues linked to poor sanitation and cleanliness seem to be clustered around Panglao, Tagbilaran, and 

Loboc. The location of the properties that receive low ratings linked to sanitation and cleanliness 
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problems4 are shown in Figure 20, which highlights where these reviews are concentrated. Panglao 

appears to perform poorly, especially around Alona beach and Doljo. In 2018, an inter-agency task force 

found dangerous level of coliform at Alona Beach in Panglao. 

Figure 20. Hotels in Panglao have the most problems with issues linked to sanitation and cleanliness, especially 
around Alona beach 

Heatmap of reviews mentioning issues linked to sanitation and cleanliness 

 
Source: Author’s estimates using TripAdvisor data, 2020 

 

Crowding issues mentioned in hotel reviews are associated with negative sentiments and frequently 

occur in Panglao. The word “crowded”5 comes up as one of the top words under negative sentiments 

for all review ratings (Figure 21), but not under the subsample of low ratings (Figure 18). An overwhelming 

number of the reviews raising crowding as an issue are mentioned in Panglao, especially around Alona 

beach, followed by Tagbilaran. 

Figure 21. Crowding is a problem, especially in Panglao Island 

 

 
Heatmap of reviews mentioning crowding issues 

 

Source: Author’s estimates using TripAdvisor data, 2020 

 
4 The following phrases were used: "strong smell", "strange smell", "dirty smell", "worst smell", "nasty smell", "awful smell", "horrible smell", 
"terrible smell", "bad smell" and “smell bad", "no toilet", "disgusting toilet", "nasty toilet", "poor toilet", "dirty toilet", "risk toilet", "broken 
toilet", "toilet problems", "toilet blocked", "toilet broke".  
5 The following phrases appear frequently in the overall sample: “super crowded”, “pretty crowded”, “crazy crowded”, “terribly crowded” 
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Surigao del Norte 

Low ratings in Surigao del Norte accommodations are often associated with issues related to 

sanitation, especially linked to weak water systems. In Surigao del Norte, low ratings show that reliable 

water supply is a problem, which affects sanitation (Figure 22)6. These issues appear concentrated in 

accommodations located in General Luna and Surigao City (Figure 23).  

Figure 22. Lack of reliable access to water in Surigao del Norte creates a negative perception 

Words preceding “water” - AFINN Sample of TripAdvisor Reviews 

 

“With friends who had their wedding reception there and the rooms 
really smelled. The toilets needed a good clean.” 
 
“..they have no emergency preparedness so, as it happened, in case 
of water supply suspension for more than few hours, expect toilets 
overflowing. Even a basic request for a bucket to flush the toilets 
using the pool water could not be met. We had to use our own 
backpack to take water from the pool to flush our toilets. Public 
toilets were not flushed at all.” 

 
“The city experienced no water supply so I checked the water in the 
room, alas, no water running in the faucet! So let me get this 
straight, why is it that this hotel gets good reviews when this hotel 
has no sufficient water supply, water tanks and no cable tv?” 

Source: Author’s estimates using TripAdvisor data, 2020. 

 

Figure 23. Water access issues in are a problem in Siargao, especially General Luna, which has the most hotel beds 
in the province 

 

Source: Author’s estimates using TripAdvisor data, 2020 

Top outdoor attractions 
TripAdvisor shows that the top five attractions in Bohol and Surigao del Norte are linked to nature and 

outdoors. Based on TripAdvisor rankings, the top five attractions of Bohol Province are the Chocolate 

Hills Natural Monument, Alona Beach, Tarsier Conservation Area, Virgin Island, and Mahogany Forest. 

For Surigao del Norte, the top five attractions include Dako Island, Naked Island, Guyam Island, and 

 
6 This is seen in the following phrases: “no toilet”, “broken toilet”, “bad smell”, and “no water” 



 

21 
 

Cloud Nine Surfing Tower, all located at General Luna, as well as Mapupungko Beach in the municipality 

of Pilar. 

Overall, attractions in Bohol and Surigao del Norte receive a greater share of positive reviews. The 

distribution of TripAdvisor review ratings is more positive for Surigao del Norte than for Bohol (Figure 24 

and Figure 25). Nonetheless, most travelers’ reviews include positive, joy, trust, and anticipation 

sentiments.  

Figure 24. Consumer perception of Bohol attractions is skewed toward the positive side, but negative sentiments 
and ratings affect the destination’s perception 

 
 

Source: Author’s estimates using TripAdvisor data, 2020 

Figure 25. Consumer perception of Surigao del Norte attractions is largely positive 

 
 

Source: Author’s estimates using TripAdvisor data, 2020 

Bohol 

Attractions with low ratings frequently mention issues regarding waste management and crowds. 

Words such as “dirty”, “trash”, “waste”, and “rubbish” are commonly found in reviews with a rating of 

one or two stars (Error! Reference source not found.). Waste management is especially an issue in 

Alona beach, and also present in other attractions such as Balicasag Reef and Chocolate Hills (Figure 27). 

In addition, the word “crowded” frequently appears in reviews with low ratings (  
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Figure 26), which is reflected in bigrams such as “traffic congestion”, “chaotic crowded”  and “crowded 

beach”.  
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Figure 26. Negative perceptions of Bohol attractions are linked to crowds and poor waste management 

 

Sample of TripAdvisor reviews 
“It's not possible to go in the water because of the many 
many boats which are stranded on the shore or because of 
the seagrass OR because of the trash that is 
EVERYWHERE...sad! I was in many places in south east asia 
but that place is ridiculous.” 
 
“Not a nice place to be. Covered in sellers hawking trash 
and actual trash. Look closely and you'll see the pipes from 
all the hotels go straight under the beach to the ocean and i 
know i don't wanna swim in sewage!!!” 

Source: Author’s estimates using TripAdvisor data, 2020 

Figure 27. Alona beach appears to have significant issues with waste management 

 

Sample of TripAdvisor reviews 
“..I just love the idea of sitting by the beach watching 
and listening to the waves while sipping the lowly Buko 
juice. I hope the local government will be a little stricter 
though. Many visitors came and left trash. If the 
boatmen were educated to remind the visitors to bring 
back their own trash, the island will be free of litter.” 

 

Source: Author’s estimates using TripAdvisor data, 2020 

Surigao del Norte 

Waste management issues are persistent in reviews with low ratings in Surigao del Norte. Consistent 

with the results from the entire sample, waste management is frequently occurring in reviews with low 

ratings. For example,  

“But the water here is great, can’t say the same thing about the garbage littered everywhere... It breaks 

your heart to experience the great calm water with the beautiful sunset then trash everywhere...” 

Words such as “waste”, “murky”, and “trash” occur in the disgust, negative, and sadness sentiments 

(Figure 28). Complementing this with the bigram analysis, waste management issues come up in 

attraction located in Surigao City and Mainit. As with Bohol, words associated with waste management 

issues are often in reviews of beach attractions. For Surigao del Norte, they occur most frequently in 

Dako Island, Naked Island, and Mabua Pebble Beach (Figure 29). 



 

24 
 

Figure 28. Reviews with words like “waste” and 
“trash” led to disgust, negative, and sadness in low 
rated Surigao del Norte attractions’ reviews 

 

Figure 29. Issues related to waste management are more 
present in Dako Island, Naked Island, and Mabua Pebble 
Beach 

 

Source: Author’s estimates using TripAdvisor data, 2020 

Crowding in beach attractions is associated with reviews of low ratings. As with Bohol attractions, the 

word “crowded” occurs frequently in reviews with low ratings (Figure 30). Using all reviews, issues 

regarding crowding frequently appear in beach attractions, such as Mapapungko Beach, Dako Island, 

Cloud 9 Surfing Tower, and Mapaponko Swimming Hole (Figure 31). 

Figure 30. In Surigao del Norte attractions, the word 
“crowded” occurs frequently in reviews with low 
ratings 

 

Figure 31. Attractions like Magnpopungko, Daki Island, 
and Could 9 Surfing tower have reviews with travelers 
have issues with crowding 

 
Source: Author’s estimates using TripAdvisor data, 2020 

E. Using big data for real-time response and adaptation 
The impact of covid-19 on tourism is making most demand trends and predictions no longer relevant. 

In countries where tourism is possible, cross-border travel has been largely replaced by domestic travel. 

Moreover, going to nature attractions and the beach appear high in consumer preferences. In China, it 

was earlier predicted that young single people would be the first to travel. However, just a couple of 
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months after, families appeared as the segment more willing to travel. Therefore, a quicker 

understanding of the market will be essential for the tourism industry to adapt to the new fluid normal. 

Monitoring travel trends through digital travel footprints can help the Philippines to better 

understand tourism under the new normal. The current situation requires “nowcasts’ that assess 

market behavior in real time, which can assist governments and the private sector in their development 

and marketing plans. This section explores a new method to monitor travel behavior by documenting 

the digital footprints that reviewers leave in TripAdvisor, using Bohol as an example. 

Identifying competing destination networks through digital footprints  
TripAdvisor reviews’ footprints can showcase the travel history of tourists that have been to Bohol. By 

using TripAdvisor reviews, we identify people’s travel history and competing destinations. First, we 

identify all the travelers that have left hotel and attraction reviews in Bohol until March 2020. We then 

extract their review history of travelers with over 5 TripAdvisor contributions. This created a sample of 

over 15,500 reviewers that left nearly 570,000 reviews. By mapping the destinations they visited during 

each trip, a destination network can be created as shown in Figure 32. The regional snapshot-map 

showcases nearly 10,000 trips to Bohol, including 7,194 trips to Panglao Island. The next most visited 

destinations were Cebu (5,125), Bangkok (4,288), Boracay (4,060), Hongkong (3,771), Singapore (3,748), 

Manila (3,443), and Makati (3,327). 

Figure 32. People that have traveled to Bohol have also traveled largely in the Philippines and Southeast Asia 

 
Source: Author’s estimates using TripAdvisor data, 2020 

As travelers are keen to go to the beach during their next trip, we refine the destination network to 

list only beach destinations. We do this by classifying beach destinations to those places that rank 

beach attractions within their top five attractions in TripAdvisor (Figure 33). In this case, the top 

competing destinations are Boracay (4,060 trips), Puerto Princesa (2,185), El Nido (2,004), Phuket 

(1,621), and Hoi An (821). Then, we can look at domestic travelers only. In this case, there are 2,641 trips 
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to Bohol, followed by Boracay (1,842), Puerto Princesa (936), El Nido (540), Subic Bay (425), Puerto 

Galera (330), and Samal Island (233). 

Figure 33. The top beach destinations competing with Bohol include Boracay, Palawan, Phuket, and Hoi An 

Regional snapshot for all travelers Only for domestic travelers 

  
Source: Author’s estimates using TripAdvisor data, 2020 

Tourism players in the Philippines, both at the national and destination level could monitor the 

reopening experience of the competing destinations. The digital footprints left by travelers allow 

destinations to identify their competing destinations. Based on this information, Bohol could monitor 

the reopening experience of international destinations such as Phuket and Hoi An, and once domestic 

tourism is allowed, of competing domestic destinations like Boracay, Puerto Princesa, and El Nido.  

Using the destination networks to monitor travel recovery 
The list of travelers that have previously been to the Philippines, could be used to monitor travel 

recovery. As mentioned in Section B, during the covid-19 tourism recovery, travelers are expressing 

preferences for domestic destinations. Moreover, countries within the EU benefited from a travel 

bubble until mid-August. In this section, we monitor the travel behavior of people that have previously 

been to Bohol to describe their travel behavior. In doing so, we built a sample of 693 travelers that have 

previously been to Bohol, and who traveled during May – early August7, 2020. 

The Bohol sample of travelers shows a large preference for domestic and regional travel, especially 

within the EU. Based on their digital footprints in TripAdvisor, their preferred destinations were the UK 

(129 trips), USA (113 trips), Italy (54 trips), France (41 trips), and Australia (40 trips). For those people 

that include their country of origin in their TripAdvisor profile, we estimate that over 60 percent of them 

travelled domestically. In comparison, that figure was around 45 percent in 2019 and 20188. If we add 

trips within the EU (including Switzerland and Norway) and count it as domestic travel, then the figure 

moves up to over 85 percent. In comparison, the domestic and EU share for 2019 and 2018 was closer to 

75 percent.  

 
7 TripAdvisor data accessed during August 10-14, 2020.  
8 For samples including or excluding those that state the Philippines as their country of origin.  
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F. Conclusions and Recommendations 
Before covid-19, there is evidence that tourism growth was not accompanied with adequate 

investments, affecting the tourism experience. The clearest case is Boracay, which was closed for six 

months in 2018 because of problems in wastewater treatment. After Boracay’s closure, destinations like 

Bohol, Coron, El Nido, Puerto Galera, and Siargao came under scrutiny due to environmental problems.  

These problems remain in Bohol and Siargao, as they do not have central wastewater treatment 

facilities that connect to households and businesses. This is clearly seen in the low ratings left in 

TripAdvisor where tourists express their dissatisfaction about the lack of sanitation. In addition, the 

success of some destinations has translated in overcrowding. This is the case of Alona beach in Bohol, 

where negative sentiments are also associated with overcrowding.  

The covid-19 crisis presents an opportunity to rethink the tourism of the futurexviii. This is an 

opportunity to promote the structural transformation needed to build a stronger, more sustainable and 

resilient Philippine tourism. The covid-19 recovery will create at least two general outcomes. First, the 

sector could gradually revert to the pre-crisis unsustainable growth-oriented trajectory in a highly 

deregulated environmentxix. This is especially plausible given the high proportion of people wanting to 

go on vacation to the beach, which can result in additional pressure and accelerate the destination’s 

deterioration. An alternative scenario is to move forward toward a more sustainable growth of tourism 

in the Philippines. 

The first building block of a more sustainable growth is to make the urgent investments in water and 

sanitation. Issues linked to the lack of infrastructure on liquid and solid waste management, together 

with water supply issues, are already hindering the competitiveness of Bohol and Siargao. Therefore, 

investments in water and sanitation, which have been already identified by the provinces, should be 

made for the destinations to provide the sanitation levels that customers will expect. 

Bringing private sector in the utilities sector can benefit from opening the market to foreign direct 

investment. Poor infrastructure in the tourism sector is a result of underinvestment in infrastructure 

over the past three decades and a limited legal scope for competition. The Constitution stipulates that 

“public utilities” cannot be fully owned by a foreign corporation. This has been a key obstacle to 

competition in sectors such as transportation, interpreted for a long time as public utility. In electricity, 

vertical integration of generation, transmission, and distribution enable the few operators in the market 

to leverage their power on generation to increase their power over the distribution and supply market 

segments. As a result, Philippine firms faced one of the highest electricity costs in the region at over 

$0.14 per kilowatt hour. Similarly, the digital infrastructure is dominated by two companies, with 

consumers facing some of the highest fixed broadband and mobile broadband prices in the region at 7.1 

percent and 2.1 percent of gross national income per capita, respectively. Opening infrastructure 

markets to foreign investment will not only bring greater capital, but also greater know-how in the 

design and management of infrastructure markets. Foreign investment in utilities can be unlocked by a 

narrower definition of public utilities, as in the proposed Public Service Act. 

Destinations should also prepare integrated destination management plans to envision the future 

that the industry wants to pursue. Covid-19 is increasing the demand for outdoor and nature places, 

such as beaches. This may put further pressure on popular destinations like Bohol and Siargao. Given the 

likely structural change of the sector, destinations now have chance to re-develop in a sustainable 

matter and to do away with the various ‘dark sides’ of tourism’s growth such as environmental 
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degradation and overcrowdingxx. In order to improve destination management, a key step is for 

stakeholders to prepare an integrated destination management plan. The plan typically covers areas 

including destination’s vision, target markets, experience and product development, tourism 

infrastructure, risk and crisis management, and success measuresxxi. Once prepared, all different players 

will need to commit to an effective implementation for a better tourism in the Philippines.  

Lastly, bringing private sector investment back into the sector will require a renewed focus on the 

business environment. New businesses are key in creating the highly needed jobs during the sector’s 

recovery. However, firm birth rates are low in the Philippines as entrepreneurs are discouraged by 

complex regulations, including the multiple permits that need to be renewed on an annual basis. In this 

context, the implementation of the enacted Ease of Doing Business Act could improve competition by 

streamlining and automating all government permit processes and extending their validity beyond one 

year.  
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Annex 1. Sentiment Analysis Methodology 
 
Consumers often use information passed on using word of mouth (WOM) when making purchase 
decisions. Technological advancement has made large amounts of information available (Lak & Turetken 
2014). One pertinent source are consumer reviews, where consumers share their experiences with the 
product at hand. Tourism is no exception. Reviews from social media or review sites such as TripAdvisor 
has been used by tourists as a source of information regarding an attraction, restaurant, and/or hotel 
(Alaei et al 2017). While the influence of user-generated content on tourist behavior cannot be denied, 
the difficulty with the use of UGC centers in the sheer amount of information produced. A huge amount 
of information is available from reviews but is highly unstructured (Singla et al 2017). Sentiment 
provides a way to analyze these types of data. 
 
Sentiment analysis makes use of text analysis methodologies to determine polarity (negative or 
positive opinion) or emotion within units of text (Silge & Robinson 2017, MonkeyLearn 2020).9  
Sentiment analysis allows researchers to determine the overall “sentiment” of a consumer based on 
positive, negative or neutral connotations (Singla et al 2017). Analysis can be done at different units, be 
it a word, phrase, sentence, paragraph, or the entire document. In general, it allows researchers to 
process huge unstructured datasets, such as reviews, and determine overall polarity and/or emotional 
intent of consumers in a systematic manner. 
 
 
 

 
 

Process of sentiment analysis10  
(adapted from Chakabroty et al 2019) 

 

MonkeyLearn lists four main techniques in conducting sentiment analysis. First is the fine grain 
sentiment analysis, wherein text data is processed and classified into different levels of polarity. This can 
be as simple as a positive vs negative, or more complex, such as very negative, negative, neutral, 
positive, and very positive, consistent with a five-star rating system. Another commonly used 
methodology is emotion detection wherein lexicons and/or machine learning algorithms are used to 
detect the emotional context of text data. Other techniques include aspect-based sentiment analysis, 
wherein one identifies the aspect of a product or review that are associated with a positive or negative 
sentiment, and a multilingual sentiment analysis. 
 

Sentiment analysis in tourism 
In the context of tourism, sentiment analysis has been used largely to understand tourist experience 
and the factors associated with their experience. Tourism literature that make use of sentiment 
analysis to determine the aspects of attractions that affect consumer experience and satisfaction. Da 
Costa (2019) makes use of reviews from eight major theme parks in the United States to evaluation 
overall polarity of the theme parks. The author associates the words “experience”, “education” “great”, 
“cool” and “lovely”, while “price”, “time” and “crowded” is associated with negative sentiment. A similar 
study in New Zealand makes use of latent dirichlet allocation (LDA) analysis to determine tourist 
preferences in the area. Their analysis reveals that the following aspects appear frequently in consumer 

 
9 A detailed discussion of sentiment analysis is available at MonkeyLearn, published in Jan 6, 2020. Accessed June 4, 2020 https://monkeylearn.com/sentiment-analysis/ 
10 Chakraborty et al. (2019). Sentiment Analysis on a set of movie reviews using deep learning techniques in Dey et al., Social Network Analytics: Computational Research Methods and 
Techniques (127-147). Academic Press. 
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reviews of attractions, hotel, and restaurants in New Zealand: glacier for attractions; distance to 
attraction, family-friendliness, availability of restaurant and bar for hotels, and fish and coffee for 
restaurants (Yuan 2018).  
 
Similarly, sentiment analysis is used to make observations regarding consumer preferences across 
different consumer groups. Most studies of this nature compare reviews between local and foreign 
reviewers to determine which aspects of an attraction or hotels affect their experience, respectively. In 
their analysis of TripAdvisor reviews from 46 cities around the globe, Mckenzie & Adams (2018) notes 
that for the top four countries, top contributors come from the same country, implying that domestic 
travelers are more likely to send reviews. A closer look at the most frequently occurring words reveal 
that locals are less interested in attractions that they see more often. Thus, tourists from the UK are less 
likely to mention the word “castle” in their reviews. A similar analysis of restaurants and attractions in 
Belgium, complemented with network analysis, reveal that international tourists tend to go restaurants 
near major tourist spots while local tourists tend to seek out restaurants less connected to popular spots 
(Van der Zee & Bertocchi, 2018). A similar study of theme parks in Japan reveals that international 
tourists tend to place importance on nearby nightlife spots in evaluating parks (Maeda et al 2018). Apart 
from comparing preferences according to tourists’ country of origin, sentiment analysis can be used to 
determine overall perception regarding a certain place, which in turn can be used to inform policy. For 
example, Roig & Clave (2005) makes use of reviews from multiple websites to evaluate the effectiveness 
of government’s campaign in making Barcelona a smart city. Their analysis reveals that while Barcelona 
is associated with Tangible Heritage and Urban Environment categories, the campaign has not been 
successful in marketing the area as a smart city.  
 

Ratings and sentiment analysis 
Consumer ratings serves as an important indicator of the overall interest of consumers, especially for 
hotels. Review websites often allow tourists to rate a place using a 5-star rating scale. This number 
summarizes the overall experience in a certain place and complements reviews as possible sources of 
information of other consumers (Lak & Turetken, 2014). In the tourism sector, ratings also serve an 
important purpose. In terms of accommodations, there is evidence to suggest that higher user ratings 
are associated with higher revenue for hotels (Neirotti et al. 2016). The increase in revenue comes from 
an increase in hotel occupancy, suggesting that hotels with higher ratings tend to attract more 
consumers. Ratings also serve as an indicator on which reviews to take into account when making 
decisions regarding accommodation. Banerjee & Chua (2016) notes that travelers tend to look at ratings 
from reviewers similar to their own profiles, implying that not all ratings matter for different consumer. 
 
Sentiment analysis complements ratings in describing overall consumer experience. While ratings are 
a very useful indicator of overall performance, sentiment analysis of reviews provides a closer look at 
the aspects of a place or product that has affected consumer experience (Singla et al 2017). On the 
demand side, sentiment analysis can serve as a useful source of information for consumers looking at 
specific aspects of a product or place. On the supply side, it informs firms of the features of their 
product or service that needs improvement (Lak & Turekten 2014). In the tourism sector, while some 
studies have expressed positive correlation between ratings and scores from sentiment analysis (Geetha 
et al. 2017), there are also studies that limit the substitutability between the two (Valdivia et al. 2017b). 
These studies show that consumers give more importance to reviews with negative sentiment, as some 
discount for the reviews with positive sentiment as fake (Lee et al. 2017). Overall, using both ratings and 
reviews provides invaluable information regarding tourist experience.  
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