
Hotel Ratings: What do they mean? 
Krysjen Fang, Hospitality Management 

Mentor: Dr. Don St. Hilaire 
Kellogg Honors College Capstone Project 

Abstract 
Consumers today use multiple resources to plan their business and leisure 
trips.  Individuals have a lot of information at their fingertips due to an 
increased number of options for overnight accommodations, the 
technology used to select and reserve those accommodations, and the 
increased multipurpose demands of those accommodations. There are 
multiple individuals and organizations that rate hotels. The study breaks 
down the rating requirements for three organizations: Forbes Travel Guide, 
Expedia and Priceline. These requirements are provided to the hotels and 
industry professionals evaluate the properties on a regular basis.  Other 
search engines such as TripAdvisor and Yelp utilize ratings based on 
consumer feedback. This study will compare and contrast the requirements, 
reliability, and use of several hotel rating systems.  The purpose of this study 
is to facilitate the selection of the “perfect hotel” for the guest’s needs. 

  

 

Conclusion 
The meaning behind hotel star ratings is not a cut and dry answer. The 
ratings are all utilized in the same manner- in order to pick the best hotel. 
However, due to the varying standards and subjective guest ratings, there is 
no correct way to use the stars. This does not mean they are not useful, it is 
simply up to the user’s discretion. Corporate companies wishing to send 
their employees on a business trip will use the ratings to ensure that they 
are choosing a hotel with all the needed amenities and services. They can 
also easily sort through hotels in the specific location and for their price 
range. For leisure travelers, it is up to them to be well versed in knowing 
that each company provides different feedback on hotels. They can search 
on sites such as Forbes Travel Guide, Expedia and Priceline.com, which offer 
ratings deemed by professionals in the industry. They can resort to other 
sites like Yelp and rely on the subjective but current opinions of other 
guests. Or they can use TripAdvisor, which will give them hotel star ratings 
based off of a mixture of hotel standards and subjective opinions. 
Everybody has their own methods and requirements for finding their 
perfect hotel. Some people care about other ratings types such as AAA’s 
diamond star ratings or USGBC’s LEED certifications. Some may be driven by 
price, location, brand name, or certain service provided. The purpose of the 
trip also adds weight. There are just too many factors and disunited rating 
systems that are complicating the travel system. All in all, hotel star ratings 
are useful but require a well-informed person to utilize them to their best 
potential. 
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What are the Hotel Ratings? 
Star Ratings: hotels are evaluated and given a score of 1 – 5 stars based on 
services and amenities offered 
Examples: Forbes Travel Guide, Expedia, Priceline.com 
Consumer Feedback Companies: hotel guests write reviews and rank hotels 
with 1 – 5 stars based on their previous stay at the hotel 
Examples: TripAdvisor, Yelp 
Other Rating Systems: 
    AAA Diamond Ratings: hotels are evaluated and given a score of 1 – 5 
diamonds based on quality, range of facilities, and level of services 
    LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design): U.S. Green 
Building Council (USGBC) evaluates and utilizes a point system to grade how 
‘green’ hotels are based on sustainable sites, water efficiency, energy and 
atmosphere, and materials and resources; the different ratings are certified, 
silver, gold, and platinum 
    Likert Scale: rating scale in which respondents of a survey are offered 5 -7 
choices to indicate how much they agree or disagree with a particular 
statement 
    STAR Program (Smith Travel Accommodations Report): used by hotels to 
gauge their performance within their competitive market 

History 
The hotel star rating system first began by the Mobil Travel Guide. It was the 
first five star rating system which was created in 1958; slightly after the time 
that highways were built. The rating system was created so that the 
travelers could tell the quality of the lodging facilities along their route. 
Today the company is known as Forbes Travel Guide. Since then, other 
competing companies have started up and created their own versions of the 
star rating system. 

 Timeline 
1902 – American Automobile Association (AAA) is founded 
1917 – AAA publishes its first hotel directory 
1932 – Likert Scale is created 
1958 – Mobil Travel Guide creates first hotel star rating system 
1963 – AAA starts a rating system (Good, Very Good, Excellent, Outstanding) 
1976 – AAA rating system evolves into the diamond rating system 
1985 – Star Program (STR) is founded 
1993 – U.S. Green Building Council (USGBC) is founded 
1996 – Expedia is founded 
1997 – Priceline.com is founded 
2000 – USGBC creates rating system 
2000 – TripAdvisor is founded 
2004 – Yelp is founded 
2008 – Airbnb is founded 
2009 – Mobil Travel Guide becomes Forbes Travel Guide 

The Problem 
Consumers do not realize that these star ratings are based on the level of 
services and amenities provided, versus a subjective opinion of how good 
the hotel is. It does not help the problem that all the rating systems are not 
unified, which can mislead travelers when booking a hotel. The different 
ratings also affect opaque hotel booking sites. These online sites are do not 
follow the typical booking process. Unsold travel inventory are sold to 
consumers at a lower rate than usual. The catch is that the name of the 
hotel remains hidden until the reservations are made and complete. 
Consumers using these sites are told the star rating and are typically misled 
because of the varying hotels conditions not listed. Besides star ratings, 
other companies use different evaluation methods and ratings scales to 
evaluate, such as sustainability and revenue. The big issue is that consumers 
are not aware of the different circumstances for how a hotel can receive 
different ratings and therefore are not able to effectively book the best 
hotel for their purpose. 

Further Research 
A further topic of interest would be to study the usage of hotel star ratings 
and the different mentalities between women and men. It would be 
interesting to evaluate opaque booking sites to find out which star rating 
systems they use and if prices correlate with the star ratings amongst all 
opaque booking sites. Another possible study is the time duration of how 
long it takes travelers to make a decision on a hotel while using hotel star 
ratings. A follow up to that would be finding the best ways to educate and 
help consumers utilize the star ratings successfully. Lastly a further study 
could be conducted by surveying different types of hotels to see the hotel’s 
point of view. The goal would be to see how hotels feel about hotel star 
ratings, their actions taken to prepare before and compensate after the 
rating and if certain hotel brands favor a certain star rating company. 

  

 

Limitations 
The major limitation is that many findings were not administered by myself, 
but information was taken from various published reports, articles and 
online websites. Due to the various different reports, the time periods were 
varying. Most information was taken from sources written within the last 
three years in an effort to keep findings current. This study was limited to 
only the United States in order to focus on the American culture and 
behavior habits. 

Source: 2012 HR&A Economic Impacts of Airbnb 
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