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1. Introduction


‘The overall impact on the UK hospitality industry from the rise of online reviews’


1.1 Rationale

As part of study, there is a module that requires a research project that is carried out in one particular area of study. Through working in the hospitality industry for many years and having a strong passion for it, an exploration further into the industry is of much interest. Although reports have been made about the rise of online reviews and the consequences that follow be them positive of negative, there is an absence into the research and understanding of the extent in which the industry can be impacted. 

There is a problem in the hospitality industry in the UK (Hancock, 2019). Despite the hospitality industry being the 3rd biggest UK employer, accounting for £73bn of gross value added directly to the economy followed by a further £87bn indirectly (UKHospitality, 2020) there is a growing trend of the online review which has proven as a threat to the industry. The British Hospitality Association discovered that 85% of British hotels and restaurants had fallen victim to flaming and it was reported by many that the reviews had been used to blackmail the organisations (Gerrard, 2017). This problem negatively impacts the business directly through potential loss of profit, bad publicity, followed by potential staff morale and job security, it also impacts the perception of potential customers and their intentions (Helversen et al, 2018, p. 38-47) as it was discovered through popular review website TripAdvisor that 97.7% of consumers would read online reviews before making bookings (Rathmore, 2016). A possible cause of this problem is the ease and normality to be influenced by reviews when deciding whether to visit hotels or restaurants, and the rise in customer expectations in regards to quality and value for money (McEvilly, 2015). 

This Business Research Project investigates this rise in online consumer reviews and their impact on UK hospitality industry businesses by conducting research in the hope of understanding more about this issue. It will explore feelings held by potential hospitality consumers and how or if they are influenced by other peoples experiences, alongside the thoughts of managers and staff who work in the hospitality industry and further understand their experience and perception of the rise of online reviews. 

1.2 Background

The area of the rise in popularity of online reviews in the hospitality industry has been looked into by researchers who seek to explore attitudes and perceptions consumers have based upon the reviews of other strangers (Hernandes-Ortega, 2018). It was found that social media was the biggest tool used to share reviews of a service or food establishments with results showing the vast majority of responders provided the researchers with reviews that contained relevant information, also that 37% of respondents provided additional details that went further beyond the initial topic of the review in question (Nichols et al. 2013, p. 967-976). 

A study carried out by Neirotti, Ragueso and Pacolucci (2016) investigated the aspect that customers’ reviews create value in the hospitality industry highlighted how social media and user-generated reviews are transformative for competition, they found that “reviews on TripAdvisor have a positive effect on hotel revenues that is outweighed by a negative effect on gross profit margins” and that placing a hotel just outside a popular destination or attraction receives more advantage from their online visibility in terms of gross and net profitability than placing a hotel right inside a popular destination. It was found that locating outside of a popular destination as appose to being directly in the destination had less local competition therefore received more benefit from online visibility. 

An issue that commonly arises and has been researched is that of false reviews, motivated from the impact of customer reviews on other potential customers’ purchase decisions, research across 17 different cities conducted by Lappas, Sabnis and Valkanas (2016) intended to discover levels of vulnerability hospitality industry businesses have from flaming attacks. It was found that even limited false reviews have the potential for significant effect, and 50 false reviews was a sufficient enough amount for competitors to surpass in terms of online visibility on review sites. A study by Lee and Jin (2019) found that although these reviews are written by individuals they appear to be perceived as the opinions of others, if several consistent comments are made then readers assume that this is the majority view when that is not always correct.

A study by Kim, Rahman and Bernard (2020) which explored what exactly customers’ were appreciative, critical of and what variables seemed important to customers’ showed aspects of quality, price and menu information were the top important variables from online reviews however found that in the UK were more appreciative and critical overall of quality than reviews from the US. It also showed that health benefits of food available at establishments and freshness (to an extent) were not important variables however it appeared a must that there should be great variety provided on menus.  

1.3 Aims and Objectives

The aim of the Research Project is to investigate how the hospitality industry has been impacted by the rise of online reviews from various perspectives and analyse the implications.

The following objectives will be achieved through carrying out research:

· Investigate consumer perceptions regarding online reviews
· Investigate perceptions of hospitality workers regarding online reviews 
· Review the impact of positive and negative reviews on the hospitality industry

These aims and objectives will be explored and met by the use of data collection methods.

2. Research Design

2.1 Methodology

Research has been defined as “a systematic process of gathering, evaluating, and interpreting data to increase understanding of a phenomenon” (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010), to collect valuable and accurate research that would aid in achieving the research objective a research model or effective framework should be adopted (Quinlan et al, 2019).

Saunders et al (2015) developed “The Research Onion” (2007) which demonstrates the research process as an onion in the terms that “several layers and approaches are available and must be consistently employed when conducting research” (Zefeiti and Mohamad, 2015). This is portrayed through an onion to show that considerations for several issues must be taken into account before the core of the onion can be addressed, it shows the steps required during research (Sahay, 2016).
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Figure 1. The Research Onion (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2007).

2.2 Philosophy

Interpretivism offers a philosophical alternative which highlights that facts potentially cannot be generalised into the social realm of realism and the context they are applied to can alter preconceptions about the fact (Packard, 2017). The philosophy of interpretivism allows for various perspectives held to be explored, analysed and compared.

2.3 Research Approaches

The inductive research approach involves the researcher collecting own data that is relevant to the topic of interest, analysing the collected data and finding patterns then developing the theory with more focus which could explain patterns acknowledged (Saylor Academy, 2012). This approach allows collection, analysis and findings to be drawn from results therefore is suitable for the Research Project. 

2.4  Research Method and Strategy

Survey research is defined as “the collection of information from a sample of individuals through their responses to questions” (Check and Schutt, 2012, p. 160), it is a widely used method of collecting data primarily and allows for the insights of large numbers of entities with the options to gather demographic information and attitudes on a vast scale (Knoke, Marsden and Kalleberg, 2017).

Qualitative research provides insight into the processes behind why customers think or behave in the ways that they do, which can be displayed as descriptive research as appose to statistics and numerical values (Barnham, 2015). 

The mono-method of questionnaires allows for the collection of data which can be displayed both qualitatively and quantitatively, quantitative data enables information to be reflected in a statistical way (Mertens, Pugliese and Recker, 2017). These types of research allow for the collection of data from relevant respondents to understand the perception of the impact online reviews have from alternative perspectives.

2.5 Sample

The goal of sampling during survey research is to obtain sufficient samples that represent the population of interest (Ponto, 2015), the population of interest that will be adopted is hospitality industry workers or professionals and members of the public who dine out at cafes or restaurants or those who regularly stay in hotels as these demographics are relative to the research objectives. These individuals could also be considered convenience samples (Eitkan, Musa and Alkassim, 2016), as reaching out to the general public in search of samples who dine out or visit hotels would expectedly receive a convenient amount of response as the ask is not out of the ordinary to consumers’ everyday lives. 

2.6 Data Collection

The mono-method adopted for collection of data is surveys as explained in the ‘Research Onion’ as positivism, which will provide findings from the research in a qualitative format. Questionnaires are an effective method for collection of data as they provide the flexibility to ask open or closed ended questions (Krosnick, 2018) with the allowance to share perceptions in detail or provide a simple answer. 

2.7 Data Analysis

The findings of the data will be concluded through appropriate statistical tests to illustrate key findings of the Research Project and provide for the presentation of findings in an appropriate which effectively highlights the main, significant findings. 

2.8 Limitations and Ethical Considerations

2.8.1 Time Management and Sample

The nature of the Research Project means time must be adhered to, the factor of time may limit the amounts of research that can be carried out which therefore could limit the depth of study and findings. 

The samples proposed are convenience samples which sufficiently represent the population of interest, the population of interest is vast therefore exact demographics are not being targeted. The sample choice has been adopted due to the ease of collection of information from willing respondents and seems the most effective method to implement within the time frame given, the sample will hope to gather information from various perspectives and the risk of bias due to the nature of the question in research is low. 

2.8.2 Ethical Considerations

The research is to be carried out with persons over the age of 18 therefore no parental consent to complete questionnaires is required, the research is intended to test how much of an impact online reviews have on businesses in the hospitality industry and how influenced consumers are by reviews during making decisions on where to visit or stay. The research itself is unlikely to cause psychological harm to participants.

2.9 Reliability and Validity

Mohajan (2017) claims that reliability and validity are fundamentally the most important features in the evaluation of any measurements during good research, “reliability concerns the faith that one can have in the data obtained” and “validity concerns what an instrument measures, and how well it does so”. 

It is essential that the results gathered have both high validity and high reliability, this can be achieved by ensuring research is executed in a consistent manner in order to limit the opportunity for variables and must be consistent with every individual participant involved. 

3. Resources and Planning

3.1 Resources 

The primary research resources that will be adopted are questionnaires, which will collect the information required in order to analyse and draw findings from.

3.2 Gantt Chart
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