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Abstract 

This paper will explore the advantages and disadvantages that customer review websites have on 

the hotel industry within the United States of America. Within the advantages of customer 

review websites are the capabilities to develop the intangible products of hotels, using these 

websites as an inexpensive marketing tool and also showing the positive effect of responding to 

consumers on the reviews. Consequently, the disadvantages of these review websites include the 

questions of their creditability, their lack of contextual cues, false advertising and their openness 

to competitors. In effect, all of these elements of customer review websites have impacted the 

future hotel operations. This research will discuss the heavy influence technology has on the 

hotel industry today and how the future of hotel operations has been altered. Hoteliers need to be 

aware of such advancements within the industry otherwise their businesses are doomed to 

failure.    
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Statement of Intent  

In the last decade, the use of customer online reviews has become a vital component for 

the success of hotels across America. If a hotel has an extremely high number of negative online 

reviews, this results in a negative rating which in effect damages the hotel financially. The power 

of online customer review websites has become stronger year after year. 

              The purpose of this research paper is to examine the many challenges, possibilities, facts 

and overall effect that websites such as Tripadvisor.com and Yelp.com have on hotels in modern 

day America. In addition, this paper will discuss the credibility of such reviews as well as how to 

determine if a review is valid or not.  Lastly, this research will examine the future of hotel 

operations with the continued increase of reliance on the internet for travel. 
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Thesis Statement  

            This paper will investigate the impact of online review websites on hotel operations 

within the United States of America. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

There is no doubt that hotels across America are evolving to integrate the latest 

technologies into their operations.  Without such enhancements, a hotel in this day and age is 

likely to fail.  One of the vital facets of this new technology is the use of online customer review 

websites.  These growing online communication channels are dominating many industries, 

especially the hospitality industry.  Because of the intensified use of technology and the internet, 

a hotel’s entire success can depend on the amount of positive reviews and stars they receive on a 

review website. TripAdvisor.com has become the world’s largest travel site with over 60 million 

users in 34 different countries (Copus, 2013).  Using this website as a form of communication is 

constantly forcing customers and hoteliers out of the physical environment and into the virtual 

environment by taking an intangible product and making it tangible.  In effect, hospitality 

marketers around the country have realized the powerful impact of this online word of mouth 

where past customers become the only source of opinion and influence over future customers.   

Many positive and negative effects have resulted from the increased use of online review 

websites as well as the raised question of their credibility.  Websites such as Tripadvisor.com, 

Yelp.com, Expedia.com and Hotwire.com have all created their own unique systems for 

reviewing an establishment.  They have become the most prevailing marketing tools in the 

hospitality industry because of their huge impact on customers returning to the establishment or 

not.  Other elements of hotels they have impacted include branding, product development, 

demographic roles, sales performance, etc.  

This research paper will discuss these impacted features in further depth while 

investigating the overall future of hotel operations due to this advanced technology.  
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Chapter II 

                                                 Review of Literature 

Advantages of Online Reviews 

Product development. 

 One of the most crucial benefits of electric word of mouth is the ability to use negative 

feedback as an incentive to better a product and/or establishment.  Using online review websites 

as assistance to making fundamental changes within an organization is a major advantage 

(Dellarocas, 2003).  In America, using websites such as TripAdvisor.com as a product 

development tool has become a popular trend.  According to an article by Gibson and Cohen, 

The New York Times published an article in September 2014 about the increased number of US 

Hotels making major renovations due to feedback in their online reviews (Gibson, 2014). 

Hoteliers are able to read major satisfiers and complaints felt by customers.  Some examples of 

positive satisfiers include cleanliness, attitudes of employees, spaciousness, quietness and service 

quality.  On the other hand, organizations are able to identify frequent complaints such as room 

rate, speed of service, employee knowledge, meal offerings and availability of accommodations 

(Miyoung Jeong, 2008).  The fact that hotels are able to detect such specific problems felt by 

recent customers is a valuable feature of online review websites.  Using such websites as a portal 

for recognizing necessary improvements has generated a positive correlation between product 

development and negative reviews.  In a study conducted by Chris Anderson, a professor at the 

Cornell University School of Hotel Administration, Anderson found that there was an increase in 

occupancy percentage, ADR and RevPar of a hotel after improvements were made due to 

negative reviews on TripAdvisor.com (Han, 2016).  The improvements also increased the 

percentage of overall reviews for the hotel itself.  This direct relationship between hotel 
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performance and online reviews is key to developing a solid hotel brand that will generate a 

maximum profit as well as maximum occupancy. Without the use of online reviews, this might 

not be accomplished as easily. 

Inexpensive marketing. 

In addition to using online reviews for product development, they can also function as an 

inexpensive and effective marketing tool for obtaining and keeping customers (Dellarocas, 

2003).  With just a few clicks of the mouse, customers are exposed to many exclusive services 

and features such as pictures, hotel information, budget plans, travel needs, level of service, 

prices, etc (Miyoung Jeong, 2008).  A study conducted in Las Vegas by Ellen Kyoo Kim found 

that one of the chief motivating factors for consumers to look at online reviews is the simple 

convenience of it and this should be the greatest interest of hotel operators (Kim, 2011).  If a 

hotel is maintaining and monitoring their review websites, they can easily market to millions of 

internet users.    

Responses and rewards.  

Using customer review websites to connect with guests virtually is a huge benefit for 

hoteliers (Han, 2016).  If the interactions between manager and guest are strong, there is likely to 

be an increase in the hotel’s ratings.  In other words, when a negative review is posted by an 

unhappy guest, a manager should respond to the perspective complaint while offering a chance 

to improve the guest’s outlook on the hotel itself.  In fact, in a study conducted by Saram Han of 

the Cornell University School of Hotel Administration, he found that by simply encouraging 

online reviews to the website Yelp.com, there was a slight increase in ratings, sales and overall 

revenue.   Furthermore, the study found that consumers appreciate responses to negative reviews 

more than responses to positive reviews (Han, 2016).  As the interaction between hotelier and 
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guest increases, there is also a potential for rewards to current and/or future guests.  According to 

an article by Gibson, in late 2011 Starwood Hotels & Resorts began posting and highlighting 

specific guest’s positive reviews on their website (Gibson, 2014, p. 314).  In another article by 

Elliot, an unnamed hotel in New York City was offering discounted reflexology treatments to 

those who wrote positive reviews about them online (Elliott, 2006).  These are just two examples 

of many rewards given to consumers who engage in positive online feedback. Such rewards are 

beneficial towards both guest and the reviewed establishment.  This virtual synergy makes online 

review websites powerful and crucial towards the success of hotels across America.  

Disadvantages of Online Reviews 

                  Creditability of online reviews.  

            The greatest disadvantage of online reviews is the question of their creditability.  There 

are many reasons a hotel would take great lengths to ensure there are more positive reviews than 

negative reviews within the virtual world.  As the internet grows in popularity, so does the 

incentive to manipulate reviews for the bettering of any establishment (Elliott, 2006, p. 7).  As 

reported by the results of TripAdvisor’s annual survey in April 2014, 90% of its 150,637 

travelers confirmed that positive reviews are essential to the decision to book a room at a 

perspective hotel (Gibson, 2014).  This statistic is critical and difficult to ignore.  In effect, hotels 

across the country have taken dangerous steps to increase the amount of positive reviews on 

virtual forums.  

Moreover, studies have been conducted showing the trouble of distinguishing between 

deceptive and truthful reviews.  Yoo and Gretzel of the Laboratory for Intelligent Systems in 

Tourism state: 
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Results show that deceptive and truthful reviews are different in terms of lexical 

complexity, the use of first person pronouns, the inclusion of brand names and their 

sentiment… These online consumer-generated opinions are especially important for 

hospitality and tourism; whose intangible products are difficult to evaluate prior to their 

consumption  (Gretzel, 2009, p. 1). 

This passage demonstrates the differences in true and fake reviews while reiterating the 

importance of positive reviews for such intangible products.  The credibility of a hotel’s 

electronic word of mouth is seen as questionable and sometimes not reliable.  

 Photo fake outs.  

              It is not just the reviews themselves that can be questioned for their truthfulness.  On the 

website Oyster.com, there is a specific section aimed at comparing hotel review website’s fake 

photos to real photos taken by Oyster employees themselves.  The results are shocking. 

Consumers are drawn to lodging establishments based on reviews but also pictures.  Oyster.com 

took the initiative to reveal the dishonest photos found on review websites by putting the fake 

photo and the real photo side by side.  The results of this action further prove the question of 

online review website’s creditability (Blodget, 2016). 

 Lack of contextual cues.  

 Another disadvantage of online reviews is the lack of contextual cues.  This new 

challenge is related to the question of their creditability but also asks a new question: who is 

writing them?  The interpretation of online feedback is hard to complete when the reader is 

unfamiliar with the writer.  In other words, when one is listening and watching somebody speak 

their opinion, they pick up on cues such as facial expressions, culture of the speaker, their outfit, 

how one knows them, etc.  When reading an online review, these cues are nonexistent. Readers 
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of such reviews are encountered with the challenge of trusting complete strangers (Dellarocas, 

2003, p. 1410).  There is no method to add these fundamental cues and therefore results in a flaw 

to the online review system.   

Open to competitors.  

              Available for anyone to view with just a few clicks, online review websites are a public 

forum to which can be seen as a disadvantage for hotel operations throughout the U.S.  because 

these reviews are public, competitors are exposed to perspective hotel’s weaknesses (Dellarocas, 

2003, p. 1409).  This presents a challenge for any hotel that may have more negative reviews and 

problems compared to the hotel next door.  The majority of consumers only post reviews if they 

involve extremes such as an unfavorable experience during their stay (Han, 2016, p. 5).  Rival 

hotels have the ability to view such negative experiences in hopes of reducing similar problems 

within their own establishment.  This problem of open review channels leads to other problems 

such as falsifying reviews and also making disastrous decisions such as what happened to a New 

York “boutique hotel” in 2014 (Gibson, 2014).  With the competition rising, the Union Street 

Guest House in Hudson, New York felt the pressure of having too many negative reviews.  In 

order to put a stop to this, the USGH created a policy on their website stating that guests will be 

fined $500 if they leave a negative review on any internet site (Gibson, 2014, p.313) 

Subsequently, the repercussions of this policy plummeted their star reviews as well as came with 

a flood of bad press (Langfield, 2014).  The idea of this electronic word of mouth public channel 

can be seen as a disadvantage or leverage for hotels to always be operating at their best.  

The Future of Hotel Operations Due to Online Reviews  

              Over just a few decades, the idea of hotel operations has changed dramatically. Robert 

Mandelbaum, author of Trends in the Hotel Industry, stated “Turn off the charm, turn on the 
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computer.” (Mandelbaum, 1997).  He is referring to the idea that in order to market and sell to 

consumers in today’s day and age, there is a huge emphasis on technology rather than face to 

face interaction.  In addition, this digital society could affect the entire job field within the hotel 

industry. While consumers have become more and more reliant on smart phones, so does the 

demand for faster and more innovative ways to complete tasks, such as making a hotel 

reservation or checking into a hotel. As perspective consumers are scrolling through hotel 

reviews on TripAdvisor.com, they are able to make a reservation using the same site with just a 

few clicks. Also, some hotels have placed kiosks in their lobbies which enable guests to check in 

themselves and receive their room key (Conrady, 2012).  Just this new exploit alone can 

eliminate the entire need for a front desk staff.  On the other hand, the spiked increase of 

customer reviews and technology has generated a whole new field of hotel marketing and 

advertising. In a recent interview between Sojern’s Senior Vice President of Property Solutions 

and two hotel experts, Daniel Tennant of Hotel Rivington and Michelle Murphy at Milestone 

Internet Marketing, the importance of this new field was discussed.  They conversed about 

making company websites mobile friendly as well as focusing on cultivating each customer’s 

personal experience or else there will be no business.  Furthermore, Murphy highlights the fact 

that her company’s sole mission to assist companies with marketing online and on customer 

review websites such as Yelp.com (Tennant, 2016).  The future of hotel operations is changing 

every day with a strong obligation for hoteliers to adapt to modern technology otherwise they 

will not be successful against competing hoteliers.  
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Chapter III 

Conclusion 

            The use of customer review websites has influenced the hotel industry in many different 

ways. There have been multiple beneficial factors presented to hoteliers due to the popularity 

increase of electric word of mouth. Some of these advantages include maximized product 

development, the use of inexpensive marketing and the ability to distribute responses and 

rewards to guests.  In order to use customer review websites to one’s advantage, a hotel company 

needs to be aware of these beneficial factors as well as exercising them properly.  Subsequently, 

customer review websites also have their downfalls where they are seen as unprofitable to hotel 

operations.  Examples of these disadvantages are the ongoing questions of their truthfulness, 

their lack of contextual cues and their raw exposure to competitors.  These are just a few 

examples of ways these online reviews can negatively affect a hotel.  

       The future of hotel operations within the U.S is headed in a very technological direction 

due to the growing importance of these online review websites.  Consumers have become so 

reliant on their smartphones to do everything for them from choosing a hotel to booking a room 

and even checking into a hotel.  A future of less face-to-face hospitality and more technological 

hospitality is fast approaching.  There are even entire companies such as Milestone Internet 

Marketing Corporation, whose main mission is to assist other companies in improving revenue 

based off their online websites and their corresponding online review website (Tennant, 2016).  

The impact of customer review websites on hotel operations is huge and only expanding as 

technology continues to replace traditional, warm, face-to-face hospitality. 
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