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Introduction

Online consumer reviews have become important sources of information for trav-
elers ever since the Internet permeated the tourism and hospitality industry. Con-
sequently, there has been a proliferation of online review sites such as TripAdvisor.
com and Hotels.com. However, not much is known about the patterns underlying 
online reviews. 1) For instance, the overall ratings (star rating) of a business are 
the primary attribute on which websites rank and display various properties and 
services. But, researchers are yet to answer the underlying question that drives 
the interest in these online reviews: Do the star ratings truly represent the quality 
of the service and the service provider? 2) Further, to understand why consum-
ers write both positive and negative reviews, it is important to consider various 
factors such as perceived expectations of costs and benefits, importance of the 
purchase (involvement), personal characteristics, and situational influences.

Study Context

This study is based on the reviews collected from ‘Reviewsite.com’ (pseudonym), 
a community-driven travel advisory site focused on vacation rental properties.  
The website administrator provided the researchers 3,297 consumer reviews 
posted on the website. Each review contained the following attributes: 

a. consumers’ overall ‘star’ rating, 

b. consumers’ ratings on 6 attributes: value, cleanliness, comfort, service, 
 location and check-in, 

c. the review text (i.e., free-form comments), 

d. age range of the guest (reviewer) on an 1-4 ordinal scale (25-34, 35-44,  
 45-54 and 55 & above),

e.  the time difference (in weeks) between the date of stay and the date of  
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 review, and

f. the average rental price per day. A separate variable called ‘word count’  
 was created by calculating the number of words in each review.

Results

The analysis of the data revealed certain interesting patterns. The researchers first 
analyzed the distribution of the ‘star’ ratings of all the reviews. The distribution 
(see figure below) is heavily skewed with more than 82% positive reviews and 
only about 18% negative reviews. 

Figure 1: Distribution of the ‘Star Rating’

The general conclusion that can be drawn from this result is that there is gener-
ally high satisfaction, loyalty, and repeat usage among vacation rental patrons 
and a strong preference to use these types of accommodations over other lodg-
ing accommodations. It can also be inferred that most properties listed on the 
website are reputable and of high quality, offering upscale services and amenities 
to travelers.
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Reviews with lower ratings are typically associated with greater word count and 
represent properties that charge high rates. The average word count associated 
with the least ratings is almost 100% more than positive ratings. The result on 
the word count suggests that consumers who are unhappy with the vacation 
rental property tend to write more to express their dissatisfaction. 

Another finding suggests that not all attributes are valued by travelers. Most re-
view writers emphasized that value-for-money, cleanliness, and comfort were the 
most important attributes that drive the positive or negative ratings.

Figure 2: Differences in Mean Word Count Across Star Ratings

Semantic analysis of the textual content provides us with an opportunity to 
understand an important question: What do consumers want and what do they 
talk about?  To this end, 600 ‘positive’ and 600 ‘negative’ reviews were randomly 
selected and used for semantic analysis. As one would expect, extremely positive 
sentiment words such as great, wonderful, amazing, etc. are more likely to be 
associated with the property and its features in the ‘positive’ reviews when com-
pared to the ‘negative’ reviews, which typically featured words having negative 
connotations such as disappointed, discomfort, filthy, etc. Additionally, almost 
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40% of the consumers in the ‘positive’ reviews expressed their willingness to 
return to the property as opposed to only 9% of the consumers in the negative 
reviews. 

Top 5 Prominent Issues in the Reviews

‘Negative’ Reviews ‘Positive’ Reviews

Prominently Mentioned 
Features

Freq/600
Prominently Mentioned 
Features

Freq/600

Bedroom, Beds, linen, 
Sheets

383
Beach, Beaches, 
Beachfront

506

Kitchen, Kitchenware, 
Dishes, Dishwasher

297 Pool, Pool side chairs 218

Beach, Beaches, 
Beachfront

296 Location 192

Pool, Poolside 218 Bedroom, Beds 186

Bathroom(s), Bath, 
Bathtub, Shower

202
Kitchen, kitchen ware, 
dishes, dishwasher

178
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Occurrence of Sentiment Words

Sentiment words 

Prominently Mentioned Features
Positive 
Reviews

Negative 
Reviews

Great, Wonderful, Awesome, Terrific, Perfect, Loved 948 340

Nice, Good, Okay 391 449

Comfortable, Relaxing 161 102

Disappointment, Discomfort, Uncomfortable 26 120

Dirty, Bad, Filthy, Filth, Inoperable 36 274

Definitely return, like to Return, Comeback again 249 54

Definitely recommend, Recommend  106 32

Implications

Steps should be taken to understand review writing behavior of consumers in 
a social media environment.  It is a well-known fact that consumers not only 
consider numerical ratings but also read selected online reviews for their textual 
content. Lodging property managers should treat consumer review sites as listen-
ing posts and vehicles to gain important customer feedback, ideas for product/
service improvements. The details provided in the review text are in many ways a 
better reflection of service quality and customer satisfaction. 
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The results in this study show that negative reviews are typically associated with 
greater word count than positive reviews. It is useful to focus specifically on these 
negative reviews since these reviews can be helpful to service providers in uncov-
ering patterns of deficiencies in the service standards and delivery. These reviews 
should be treated the same as customer comment cards or letters.  

Further, customers who write such lengthy negative reviews are most likely to 
spread negative word-of-mouth about the property. Lengthy reviews are excel-
lent sources of information, and should be used as the bases to understand the 
complaining behavior of the consumer. Word count may be used as a segmenta-
tion variable to identify those consumers who are more involved and willing to 
provide balanced feedback to both the review site as well as the property man-
agement. Various other research methods such as telephone interviews or focus 
groups should be used to elicit detailed feedback from such consumers. These 
actions also help in service recovery, post-purchase engagement and relationship 
building process.
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About TripAdvisor

TripAdvisor is the world’s largest travel community with 35+ million unique 
monthly visitors, more than half of them coming from outside the United States. 
TripAdvisor features more user-generated content than any other travel site: more 
than 15 million members have contributed 35 million reviews and opinions, and 
over 2 million traveler photos, on more than 1.1 million hotels, attractions, and 
restaurants in 70,000 cities.

TripAdvisor operates in the following countries:

•	 U.S. (http://www.tripadvisor.com) 

•	 the U.K. (http://www.tripadvisor.co.uk) 

•	 France (http://www.tripadvisor.fr) 

•	 Ireland (http://www.tripadvisor.ie) 

•	 Germany (http://www.tripadvisor.de) 

•	 Italy (http://www.tripadvisor.it) 

•	 Spain (http://www.tripadvisor.es) 

•	 India (http://www.tripadvisor.in) 

•	 Japan (http://www.tripadvisor.jp) 

•	 Portugal and Brazil (http://www.tripadvisor.br) 

•	 Sweden (http://www.tripadvisor.se) 

•	 The Netherlands (http://nl.tripadvisor.com) 

•	 Canada (http://www.tripadvisor.ca) 

•	 Denmark (http://www.tripadvisor.dk) 

•	 Turkey (http://www.tripadvisor.com.tr)  

•	 Mexico (http://www.tripadvisor.com.mx) 

•	 Norway (http://no.tripadvisor.com)

•	 Poland (http://pl.tripadvisor.com) 

•	 Australia (http://www.tripadvisor.com.au)  

•	 China  (http://www.daodao.com and http://www.kuxun.cn)


