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This report places its focus on the hospitality industry as part of a highly competitive market. Firstly, the report will discuss how businesses need to keep up with high standards in order to achieve differentiation. Secondly, it will discuss how generally hotel standards established by official bodies do not suffice anymore since customer are starting to rely more heavily on online customer reviews from third party websites such as TripAdvisor. A discussion on why managing online reputation is essential will follow as well as how loyalty programmes have become an important trend in the industry. 
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Given the competitive market in which hospitality businesses operate, relying solely on brand image does not suffice anymore. Managers of the business have started to focus on achieving performance consistency in order to positively influence customers’ decision making and service evaluation. To ensure performance consistency many firms implement quality standards, which can improve their work results in response to external or internal factors (Amin et al., 2017). Furthermore, the focus of this report lays upon discussing how setting hotel standards and managing hotel reputation can positively influence customer loyalty. 
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[bookmark: _Toc129019117]Purpose of brand consistency standards 
According to STR Global (2020), 60% of hotels properties are chain affiliates, which means that they are operated by a corporation or as a franchise. These properties are recognised by their brand, and they communicate with their customers through a brand promise and quality standard to ensure a seamless experience is designed throughout all their branded properties (Bowen et al. 2001). Quality consistency means the ability of an organisation to bring about a dynamic quality perspective, harmonising among all employees in terms of strategy so that they share a uniform view of the most important areas of the company (Carlsson, 1993). In order to ensure this consistency in their performance, companies often rely on hotel rating systems, which are usually determined by official bodies other than the hotel. 
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As each year millions of travellers’ book hotel rooms, this could represent a high-risk decision considering the intangibility of the service received (Lin et al., 2009). To minimize this risk, travellers rely on hotel ratings, as established by official bodies. In 1962, the International Union of official Travel Organisations developed consensus on 5 categories of hotel grading and various symbols such as stars or diamond were used for hotel classification.  For instance, in the UK, AA Hotel Services have been the ones to recognise the quality of accommodation and introduced the star rating scheme in 1912 (AA, 2018). On a scale of 1 to 5 stars, the AA Hotel Service evaluate hotels in terms of their overall standards, the services their provide, the quality of their dining and bedrooms. In order to be reviewed by the AA Hotel Services, the hotels need to meet minimum entry requirements such as fire risk assessment, health, and safety, use licensing and data protection. However, the hotels are further evaluated to obtain rating on aspects such as cleanliness, hospitality and friendliness, dining, pricing, and billing.  By comparison, the American hotel grading association (AAA) grades hotels in diamonds and it is considered the biggest rating system in the world. The evaluation for rating is similar as this system also rates hotel based on facilities, amenities and services offered (Nalley et al., 2019). In order to measure the hotel service quality at any given time, these establishments make use of mystery shoppers to anonymously inspect hotels and offer an assessment based on the service they received during their visits. Nevertheless, it is important to mention that there are hundreds of different star rating systems throughout the world and therefore the classification and assessment of hotels can become complex (Vegena & Manoussakis, 2021). 
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Interestingly, according to Casalo et al. (2015), travellers rely on peers’ opinions and online rating rather than just the standard hotel rating established by an official body such as the UK AA Hotel Service.  The emergence of customer generated media platforms such as TripAdvisor has revolutionised the way consumers seek information about the quality of hotel (Nilashi et al., 2018). Feedback platforms provide customers with up-to-date information and the experiences of other tourists, which influences decision making. Therefore, managers are now responsible of managing reviews which are valuable for the reputation of the hotel. Sutherland et al. (2021) argue that online reputation in the form of reviews and rating is considered nowadays more reliable than information from in store sources. Therefore, properties must take this seriously, devoting resources to maintaining and improving a good online reputation. When not addressed, negative online reviews have a major effect on the overall wellbeing of the business. Negative customer reviews can affect the brand reputation and weaken reliability. Moreover, as Ye et al (2009) argue negative user reviews can lower hotel room sales. In this context, there are various initiatives hotels came up with in an attempt to dilute the number of biased reviews and to achieve service recovery. For instance, a commonly used four-construct scheme that managers use as a guide in responding to reviews online is Appreciation-Apology-Explanation and Incentive (Alrawadieh and Dincer, 2019). This scheme has been commonly used by managers of brands such as Marriot or the Ritz Carlton. For instance, in an analysis of all reviews left on TripAdvisor for Marriott Beijing, Chen and Tabari (2017) have found that the brand also uses this four-construct scheme when it comes to answering online reviews. However, Marriot only responds to negative comments with appreciation, apology, and explanations as to why things have gone wrong and only rarely ever offer compensation to the customer. A study from Zhang and Vasquez (2014) argue that this may not be the most effective approach as hotels that reply with a generic structured response with not further solution or compensation are more likely to cause further dissatisfaction. 
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Furthermore, it is important to mention that having negative reviews provides managers with the opportunity to turn unhappy customers into loyal customers by creating trust and rapport when addressing the negative reviews. As reviewers often seek to recover the loss they have suffered while using the services, it is reasonable to assume that the reviewer will expect acknowledgement, acceptance, appreciation, and a solution for the problem. Meeting all these expectations can result in competitive advantage. For instance, according to Ho (2017) companies that manage their user generated content will have greater knowledge of how customers perceive their services, and they can decide what aspects of the service delivery journey need to be reviewed upon and improved. Second, they can undertake competitor analysis by using the information available about the other hotel properties.
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Several studies (Garrido and Padilla, 2011; Palacios-Marques et al., 2016) have shown that companies in hospitality that adopting a customer centric strategy benefit not only from revenue growth and increased customer satisfaction, but also from the customer loyalty that they achieve as a result of placing the focus solely on the customer.  Customer loyalty means a customer would return or continue to use the same service, make referrals, and provide word-of-mouth publicity. 
One of the most popular customer relationship management systems that facilitate the development of customer loyalty is a brand specific loyalty programme. According to Lo et al., (2017) loyalty programmes are developed based on the idea of rewarding frequent customers through generating information about them that helps in creating a more personalised experience.  For instance, Intercontinental Hotel Group (IHG) reports that 40% of its business comes from loyalty members because the programme has been tailored in such way that it allows the business to learn more detailed information about their customers and it also reveals research data about what products and services need to be avoided and what triggers them to spend more money (Olenski, 2014). Therefore, this explains the ongoing use of loyalty programmes in the hospitality industry. 
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In conclusion it can be stated that the hospitality industry is a very competitive business sector that needs to keep up and meet high standards. There are various official rating systems that can decide the standard of a hotel, such as the AA Hotel Services in the UK who review hotels based on subjective aspects as well as functional quality. Whilst these standards serve as useful guidance for potential customers, these systems do not take into consideration online reviews which can be detrimental for the success of a business and can heavily impact the hotel reputation. Therefore, hotels are now employing reputation management strategies that focus on dealing with online feedback in order to achieve service recovery. Lastly, providing standard services does not suffice in this competitive age, therefore companies are focusing on achieving customer loyalty by offering a personalised experience. In this context, different brands such as IHG and Marriott or Accor have developed loyalty programmes that help with capturing unique information about the likes and dislikes of each individual customer which can be transformed in a unique experience.
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Based off on the above discussions on hotel standards, reputation management and customer loyalty, this report further establishes some recommendations on market trends can aid with delivering the kind of customer experiences people want and expect. Firstly, based on Zhang and Vasquez (2014) study it is recommended that when dealing with negative online feedback, a generic structure of response should be avoided, and a more personalised response alongside real solutions should be given in order to build rapport and have the opportunity of service recovery. Findings from Alrawadieh and Dincer (2019) suggest that only half negative reviews online ever receive a managerial response, and more than half were standardized and did not address the issues raised, resulting in a missed opportunity to save brand’s reputation. Secondly, equally important is to encourage all guests to share their experience on social media platforms so that service indicators of performance standards can be identified. Furthermore, based on Lo et al (2017) study, we recommend that any hotel brand puts in place some loyalty programme or looks into way to reward customers in exchange for their loyalty. Lastly, based on Palacios-Marques et al. (2016) we recommend that in order to achieve quality consistency when delivering hospitality services, hotels should employ a customer centric philosophy by placing the satisfaction of the customer at the centre of any strategy which will eventually result in profits. 
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