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Abstract

Electronic word-of-mouth has gained importance with the emergence of new online tools and the
hospitality sector is at the core of that phenomenon. In this paper we employ a secondary data set
of hotel guest reviews for Porto, Portugal, star-rated hotels on a large online travel platform, to
explore the distribution and difference in rating behavior of English, Portuguese, Spanish, French
and Brazilian guests in an online environment. We find that hotels should promote greater
participation by customers in online review platforms, since the average review rating tends to
increase with the number of reviews. In terms of language groups, we find that Brazilian travelers
tend to give higher ratings and that Spanish travelers are at the other end of the spectrum. Also,
low-class hotels are more likely to have customer satisfaction differences, whereas upgrading from
a four to a five-star hotel yields a slight boost in ratings. Our results point out that special attention
should be given to Spanish guests in all hotel classes, but particularly in middle and low-class
hotels. These hotels should be more attentive towards their Spanish guests, exerting more effort to
satisfy them in order to obtain better online ratings.
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or characteristics of particular goods and
services, or their sellers”. As stated by
Cantallops and Salvi (2014, p. 41), the main
differences between WOM and eWOM can be

Introduction

Online reviews, ratings or opinions, as part of
the  Electronic  word-of-mouth  (eWOM)
phenomenon, have gained importance with the

emergence of new technology and tools. Litvin
et al. (2008) define eWOM as “all informal
communications directed at consumers through
Internet-based technology related to the usage
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identified in the reach of the reviews’ impact
(number of people who can be influenced) and
the speed of interaction (Litvin et al., 2008; Cox
et al., 2009).
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Portugal stands at 15" out of 141 countries in
the “Travel & Tourism Competitiveness Index
2015” (TTCI, 2016) and particularly the city of
Porto, located in the North of Portugal, has
become a success story in terms of a travel
destination in the past decade. In recent years
the city has been selected as the “Best
European destination” and one of the most
romantic and traditional cities in Europe by
several specialized travel publications and
sites. The number of tourists and hotel stays
has been steadily increasing, as well as the
number of hotels and available beds amidst a
surge of urban rehabilitation of Porto’s “World
Heritage” historical center. Data for the entire
northern region of Portugal show that in 2014
the region attracted more than two and a half
million stays in hotels, 55% of them from
foreigners (mostly from Spain, France, the
United Kingdom and Brazil).

The objective of this paper is to study the
relationship between online hotel reviews and
the language used in those reviews, testing
whether five different nationalities tend to have
significantly different hotel ratings. The data
were obtained from a large online travel
platform, TripAdvisor, where more than 160
new contributions are posted every minute
(URL: www.tripadvisor.com). The analysis and
comparison of opinions of different language
groups is completely new in the Portuguese
context and we expect that our results highlight
some differences between language groups,
providing insights for hotel managers’ efforts in
terms of customer satisfaction.

The next section presents a literature review
and the subsequent sections present the data
and methodology and the results. The fifth
section presents a discussion of the results and
the paper ends with some concluding remarks.

Literature review

Distinct cultural backgrounds lead to different
consumption concepts, perceived satisfaction
and ratings (Ayoun and Moreo, 2008; Chen et
al., 2012). In this paper we aim to investigate
whether travelers from different cultural
backgrounds, which are proxied in terms of
spoken languages, rate hotels significantly
different. There are several studies that focus
on the relationship of these cultural factors with

hotel satisfaction (Huang et al., 1996; Tse and
Ho, 2009; Hsieh and Tsai, 2009, among others
or Schuckert et al, 2014, for a literature
review).The majority of studies use only a few
hotels and a few hundred respondents
obtained through questionnaires whereas our
study uses secondary data obtained from a
large set of reviews for all the star-rated hotels
in the Porto area, analyzing 2150 customer
ratings.

Web 2.0 technologies have changed the ways
users search and share information, offering
new ways of communication that enable users
to share their opinions with all other users in an
efficient, instantaneous platform and without
time or geographical limitations. The influence
of eWOM is directly applicable to tourism and
hospitality, since user-generated reviews are
an important source of information for
prospective travelers searching for independent
evaluations. Indeed, its influence is particularly
high for experience goods such as in the
hospitality and tourism context, because quality
is only perceived after consumption, (Ye et al.,
2009; Lopes et al., 2014). Additionally, people
tend to trust information more when it comes
directly from other consumers, supposedly
helping them to avoid inadequate choices
(Stringam et al., 2010; Ye et al., 2011).
Research by Lu and Stepchenkova (2012)
indicates that almost all respondents read
online comments while planning their trips and
they believe those online comments are more
likely to contain updated, detailed and
trustworthy information (Yoo and Gretzel, 2008;
Vermeulen and Seegers, 2009; Xiang and
Gretzel, 2010). A particularly important issue
for the hotel industry is that research indicates
that people pay greater attention to criticisms or
negative reviews than to positive reviews (Lee
et al.,, 2008; Sparks and Browning, 2011).
However, due to the increasing use of social
media, online review platforms and other user-
generated content, there is a danger of
consumers feeling flooded with information, in
an eWOM overload (Park and Lee, 2008). Also,
notice that it is difficult for a consumer to
determine the credibility of a message coming
from strangers. Concerning the fear that user-
generated contents can be jeopardized by fake
comments made under the cover of anonymity,
O’Connor (2010) argues that such fear is
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baseless since research has found little
evidence of fake reviews, only residual cases.
But for this reason many online intermediaries
— including TripAdvisor — require reviewers to
register and provide some additional personal
information  including name, residence,
nationality or gender (Jeong and Jeon, 2008;
Xie et al., 2011). The motives for users to post
reviews have been researched by several
authors (Zheng et al., 2009; Huang et al., 2010;
Wilson et al., 2012). For instance, Zheng et al.
(2009) suggest that negative experiences are
more likely to motivate dissatisfied consumers
to post reviews. Some research argues that
there is an inverted-U relationship between
customer satisfaction and quantity of WOM or
eWOM, with customers who are neither
extremely satisfied nor unsatisfied sharing their
experiences less (Bansal and Voyer, 2000;
Litvin et al., 2008). Cantallops and Salvi (2014),
present a complete survey, reviewing papers
on eWOM published in the period 2007-2011
and end their paper with some suggestions for
future avenues of research on the subject.
Those authors conclude that previous research
could be grouped into two general lines of
work: factors related to the generation of
comments and the impact those comments
have on consumers and on company
perspectives.

Some previous studies used TripAdvisor or
other sites as a source of data, collecting the
data either manually or automatically (Gerdes
and Stringam, 2008). Not trying to be
exhaustive here, one example is Jeong and
Jeon (2008) who explored how consistent the
posted reviews were with the expected level of
service and room rate. Examining guests'
reviews of hotels in New York City posted on
TripAdvisor, their results indicated that value is
one of the key predictors for guest satisfaction,
which leads to return intentions. Regardless of
hotel class and average daily rate (ADR),
location appears to have the highest mean
value among seven performance attributes and
hotel classes (i.e., number of stars) and ADR
appears to influence the relationships of
selected hotel performance attributes with both
overall guest satisfaction and return intentions.
Using the largest travel website in China, Ye et
al. (2009) conducted a study to empirically
investigate the impact of online consumer-
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generated reviews on hotel room sales, by
tallying the number of reviews received on a
travel website which they consider to be a
proxy of room sales. Their results indicated a
significant  relationship  between  online
consumer reviews and business performance
of hotels, with an increase of the variance in
ratings given by customers diminishing hotel
room ratings. Stringam et al. (2010) studied the
relationship between the overall satisfaction of
guests with hotel services, the condition of
hotels, cleanliness of rooms and room comfort.
Their study looked at over 60,000 traveler
ratings, and the majority of all four quality
ratings and overall satisfaction were positive.
Additionally, nearly 75% of responses indicated
willingness to recommend the hotel. All four
quality ratings were found to have similarly
strong associations with travelers' overall rating
and willingness to recommend. Partial
correlations differed, with hotel service and
room comfort being the highest, followed by
hotel condition and room cleanliness. Stringam
and Gerdes (2010) evaluated 60,648 consumer
ratings and comments from an online
distribution site to explore what factors drive
consumer ratings of hotels. Specifically, the
paper yields information about the most
frequently used words, as well as the pattern of
word usage with either high or low guest
ratings. It also explored the word choices of
hotel guests assigning lower ratings versus
higher ratings. Lee et al. (2011) profiled guests
who post helpful reviews in TripAdvisor. The
key finding is that helpful reviewers are those
who travel more, actively post reviews, belong
to any age and gender groups, and give lower
hotel ratings. Following previous work from
Jeong and Jeon (2008) and Stringam et al.
(2010), Limberger et al. (2014) also sought to
identify the correlation between overall
satisfaction and the evaluation criteria used on
TripAdvisor, analyzing 660 reviews for overall
satisfaction, value, location, sleep quality,
rooms, cleanliness and service. Applying a
method of multivariate analysis, their results
showed a strong correlation of overall
satisfaction with the room, service provided and
location. Wilson et al. (2012) examined the
influence of nationality both on the motivation
to post (or not) and on where and what type of
content consumers share in the context of a
recent trip. The method used was an online
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survey of 568 respondents located in
Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and Spain
and the results revealed differences in national
attitudes and motivations for  posting.
Respondents in Switzerland and the United
Kingdom were more likely to post photos or
travelogues on Facebook, but respondents
from Spain preferred to post on TripAdvisor
with the goal of making recommendations to
other travelers. The authors concluded that
people from different countries have diverse
reasons for posting, and hotel managers must
take into account the differences in posting
behaviors. Chaves et al. (2012) collected 1500
online reviews from 50 small and medium
Portuguese hotels from Booking.com and
TripAdvisor. Their study shows that the room,
staff and location were the criteria which
appeared more frequently in the reviews, thus
highlighting aspects that hotel managers
should prioritize. Considering both the content
of reviews and the volume of eWOM in a broad
sample of 16,680 hotels, Melian-Gonzalez et
al. (2013) found a relationship between valence
(positive vs. negative posts) and volume, in the
sense that initial hotel reviews tend to be
disproportionately negative. As hotels receive
more reviews, their average ratings improve
and the standard deviation declines, which
means there is a greater agreement in ratings
and the negative effects are mitigated. One
implication of their study is that hotel managers
should try to increase the number of reviews
they receive to balance the positive and
negative opinions about their property. Later
we will return to this issue. Finally, a recent
paper by Jiang et al. (2014) analyzed reviews
posted on TripAdvisor by English-speaking
travelers about hotels in Mainland China. The
authors compared brand image across hotel
types and star rating levels, finding that brand
image varied based on specific hotel
characteristics, emphasizing different areas of
service. For instance, the authors found that a
certain star level does not necessarily mean a
predetermined type of review, a feature that
highlights the importance to distinguish ratings
between star levels.

In this exploratory paper we follow and develop
the paper from Schuckert et al. (2015), which
explored the distribution and rating behavior of
English and non-English speaking guests,

analyzing not only global rates but every aspect
of hotel satisfaction (e.g., value, location, etc.).
Those authors found that English speaking
guests prefer high-class hotels and non-English
speaking guests are more fastidious about five-
star hotels and demand higher service quality.
Also, the levels of satisfaction differ more in
lower class hotels.

Data and methodology

The data used in this study were retrieved
manually from TripAdvisor, one of the most
popular travel websites. TripAdvisor has a
mechanism that enables users to input reviews
for their hotel stays and share experiences,
posting  classifications  from 1 (very
unsatisfied/terrible) to 5 (very
satisfied/excellent). These scores represent
eWOM in a straightforward manner. Table 1
presents the data available in TripAdvisor
concerning hotels in the Porto area and the
data set that will be used in this study.

The data collection was conducted in October
2015 and the sample of hotels was chosen
based on the following criteria: i) the hotel must
have at least 100 reviews; ii) the hotel must
have at least 10 review ratings written in each
of the languages analyzed: English,
Portuguese, French, Spanish and Portuguese-
Brazilian; iii) all the reviews must be less than
one year old. After applying these criteria we
obtained a sample of 43 hotels, distributed in
different categories and comprising 2,150
review ratings (Table 1).

Notice that the use of a certain language is not
coincident with geographic boundaries or
certain nationalities, but here we hypothesize
that the wusers of a certain language,
independent of their nationality, share a
common set of cultural backgrounds and
norms. Also, to distinguish between
Portuguese-Brazilian and Portuguese reviews
we considered the location of the reviewer.
Finally, we limited the number of analyzed
reviews to 10 per language due to data
availability. Nevertheless, previous studies
suggest that customers rarely read online
comments beyond the first or second page,
giving thus preference to recent reviews
(Pavlou and Dimoka, 2006; Sparks and
Browning, 2011). Previous to the different
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Table 1. Data set

Hotels in Porto area
which are: five stars
four stars
three stars
two stars
Total of consumer review ratings

98(%)

7

22

28

18
42,145

Number of hotels in our data set

five stars

four stars

three stars

two stars

Total of consumer reviews in the 43 hotels

which are:

Total of consumer review ratings analyzed

43

(44% of total)
7

19

11

6

24,646

(58.5% of total)
2,150

Note: (*) Hotels were ranked from two to five stars based on TripAdvisor's

rating system. Data retrieved in October 2015.

Table 2. Means and standard deviations

English Portuguese Spanish French Brazilian Overall

mean

Mean

Total 3.97 4.00 3.87 3.94 4.20 4.00

5* 4.26 4.37 4.40 4.20 4.53 4.35

4* 4.07 414 3.99 4.01 4.26 4.09

3* 3.67 3.72 3.58 3.74 410 3.76

2* 3.90 3.67 3.35 3.80 3.82 3.71

Standard deviation

Total 1.00 0.93 1.00 0.87 0.80 0.93

5* 0.96 0.95 0.81 0.79 0.70 0.85

4* 0.85 0.87 0.86 0.88 0.73 0.85

3* 1.14 0.89 1.03 0.88 0.85 0.98

2* 1.08 0.91 1.18 0.80 0.87 0.99

Note: n = 430 for each language and n = 2,150 for the overall mean.

Table 3. Correlation matrix

English Portuguese Spanish French Brazilian

English 1

Portuguese 0.206 (***) 1

Spanish 0.213 (***) 0.181 (***) 1

French 0.100 (**) 0.135 (**) 0.165 (***) 1

Brazilian 0.105 (**) 0.181 (***) 0.162 (***) 0.151 (**) 1

Note: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01 and *** p<0.001.

languages tests we will also test the Melian-
Gonzalez et al. (2013) hypothesis that average
ratings depend positively on the number of
customers who submit reviews. A confirmation
of that hypothesis would highlight the
importance for hotels to promote greater
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participation of customers in online review
platforms.

Results
Our research focuses on three points: i)
whether the average rating that hotels receive
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depends positively on the number of reviews
(and its variance); ii) whether there are
differences in reviews posted in different
languages; iii) whether those differences are
related to the hotel classification. Table 2
presents the means and standard deviations of
the different reviews, either in global terms or in
terms of hotel ranking.

Table 3 presents the correlation matrix for total
reviews in different languages.

To test the first hypothesis we perform a simple
OLS regression for the 43 hotels, of the hotel’s
average score against the number of reviews
and its variance (computed for the 50 reviews
considered per hotel):

Yi= constant + 31 X1i + B2 X2i + ¢
where: Yi — Dependent variable (average

rating for the i-th hotel); B — Coefficient to
estimate; Xi — Independent variables for the i-th

Table 4. Regression results

hotel (X1: number of reviews; X2: variance of
review ratings); &— error describing the non-
explained effects on Yi. Table 4 presents the
results obtained for the regression.

To test the remaining two hypotheses we ran t-
tests to determine whether there are
differences in  means among different
languages, comparing English reviews with
Portuguese, Spanish, French, Portuguese-
Brazilian and vice-versa. This comprises a total
of 10 combinations and Table 5 reports the
results, differentiating between hotel classes.

Discussion

As can be seen in Table 2, mean values tend
to decrease with lower hotel rankings as
expected. This appears in all languages, with
some exceptions for the 2-star hotels. Also,
Brazilians seem to post consistently better
reviews, whereas Spanish travelers to Porto
are more demanding. The fact that all the
ratings increase as we go from lower to

Coefficient Si
Constant 4.2248 i
Number of reviews 0.00043 **
Variance of review ratings -0.56739 ok
R? 0.46
R? adjusted 0.43
F 25.94 il

Note: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01 and *** p<0.001.

Table 5.T-test results for differences in review ratings

t-statistic
Total 4* 3* 2
English-Portuguese 0.424 0.708 -0.774 -0.329 1.274
English-Spanish -1.602 0.955 0.839 0.621 2.662 **
English-French -0.509 -0.385 0.651 -0.462 0.575
English-Brazilian 3.689 *** 1917~ -2.397 **  -3.154 *** 0.464
Portuguese-Spanish 2.082* -0.192 1.594 1.053 1.646
Portuguese-French 0.984 1.150 1.400 -0.152 -0.851
Portuguese-Brazilian -3.379 ** -1.116 -1.528 -3.263 *** -0.919
Spanish-French -1.199 1.482 -0.176 -1.196 -2.452 **
Spanish-Brazilian -5.452 *** -1.010 -3.271***  -4.088 *** -2.467 **
French-Brazilian -4.563 *** -2.608 ** -3.035 ** -3.116 ** -0.109

Note: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01 and *** p<0.001.
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superior hotel classes, suggests as expected
that guests enjoy higher satisfaction levels in
five-star hotels, and that satisfaction decreases
in lower class hotels. Also, this decreasing rate
is higher for Spanish ratings.

Our results show globally higher satisfaction by
Brazilians but we suggest that more attention
should be given to Spanish speakers. Spanish
guests post more negative reviews, suggesting
that hotels should pay more attention to them in
terms of service, since a significant share of
visitors to Porto are from Spain.

Also, confirming the results from Schuckert et
al. (2015), Table 2 shows that, in general, lower
class hotels (two and three stars) are more
likely to generate a greater spread in ratings.
That behavior is particularly present in the
English and Spanish reviews. In terms of
correlation, we can see in Table 3 that they are
all significant and positive, albeit presenting low
values around the 0.1-0.2 range. The results
from the regression (Table 4) confirm the hypo-
thesis of Melian-Gonzalez et al. (2013) and
show that an increase in the number of reviews
has a significant impact on the average rating
(e.g., the somewhat low coefficient implies that
100 more reviews increases the average rating
by 0.043). This result is particularly interesting
to the low-class hotels analyzed, since their
lower average review ratings are also
accompanied by a lower number of reviews.
Also, and more interestingly, as the variance of
review ratings decreases, the average rating
tends to be higher, reflecting the higher
variance observed in low-class hotels. This
result implies that if a hotel gets a lot of mixed
reviews its average rating is substantially lower.
So, in order to counteract that effect, hotels
managers need to encourage loyal customers
to write reviews and at least respond to
negative reviews. Testing for differences in
total review ratings (Table 5), we conclude that
there are no significant differences in mean
values, except for Brazilians, who are
consistently quite different from other travelers
in their ratings. That difference is also
significant across all hotel star levels and
seems less robust when Brazilians are
compared with Portuguese. We suggest that
this general Brazilian idiosyncrasy deserves
further attention in future research. Apart from
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the Brazilians, only Spanish guests present
significant differences from English and French
guests, and only in the two-star category.

Conclusion

This study contributes to the hospitality litera-
ture by revealing the differences in satisfaction
between five different guest language groups
across several hotel categories, in the city of
Porto in northern Portugal. This study is of an
exploratory nature, presenting some drawbacks
that we intend to overcome in future research.
Namely: i) we rely on secondary data and use
a language criterion that does not distinguish
between nationalities but only between the
languages used in the reviews. Therefore,
cultural issues related to different nationalities
demand future research. For instance, the
finding that Brazilian guests are generally
different from the others deserves deeper
investigation, focused particularly on cultural
aspects; ii) our study is quantitative — we
consider only the general classification posted
by different users without looking at other
factors  (location,  cleanliness,  service,
decoration, etc.) or analyzing the words used in
each post, data which could provide relevant
information. Guests may show significant satis-
faction differences concerning those attributes
that are sensitive issues in their country of
origin; iii) due to the limited number of reviews
for some hotels, we limited the number of
analyzed reviews for each language and for
each hotel to ten, yielding a sample that should
ideally be larger and providing more robust
results; iv) this study is only focused on Porto
hotels, but it would be worthwhile to expand the
analysis and study other significant Portuguese
tourism destinations such as Lisbon, Algarve or
Madeira. For instance, it would be interesting to
know if the review behavior depends on the
travel destination; v) finally, we have used only
reviews from TripAdvisor. It would be interes-
ting to compare these with other websites,
especially because different nationalities tend
to use different services, as happens with
nearly every platform on the internet.

We conclude that Brazilian travelers tend to
give higher ratings than other guests and
Spanish travelers are at the other end of the
spectrum. The former present consistently
different average ratings when compared to the
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others and seem to be more satisfied with
middle and superior class hotels, while Spanish
guests are less satisfied with lower class hotels
than any of the other language groups. Also,
low class hotels are more likely to have
differences in customer satisfaction, whereas
an upgrade from a four to five-star hotel yields
a slight boost in ratings. Our results suggest
that hotel managers should use reviews to
learn about their customers’ experiences and
reactions, as well as for providing the
necessary feedback to guests, in particular to
the more dissatisfied. The results also show the
importance for hotels to promote greater custo-
mer participation in online review platforms and
to create easier ways for customers to do so
(e.g., discounts, points, etc.), because it results
in a better average review rating. Naturally,
hotel managers have to satisfy all kinds of
guests but our results point out that special
attention should be given to Spanish-speaking
guests in all hotel classes, particularly in middle
and low-class hotels. Due to the prepon-
derance of Spanish tourists in the total number
of travelers visiting Portugal, and Porto in
particular, hotels should be more enthusiastic
towards their Spanish guests, exerting more
effort to satisfy them in order to obtain better
online ratings.
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