THE REPUTATION GAP: ONLINE REVIEW RATINGSAND
REPUTATION MANAGEMENT BEHAVIOUR IN
INDEPENDENT AND CHAIN ACCOMMODATION ACROSS
UK TOURIST DESTINATIONS

A Pilot Sudy

Author: Benjamin Smith, Founder, IntuitiveStay
Published by: IntuitiveStay
Date: June 2026

Version: 1.0



ABSTRACT

Background: Independent accommodation providers in the United Kingdom operate without access to
the reputation management infrastructure available to branded hotel chains, yet the extent of any
resulting performance gap has not been quantified in published research.

Objective: This study examined whether measurable differences exist between independent and chain
accommodation properties in UK tourist destinations on two publicly observable indicators. guest
review ratings and owner review response behaviour.

Methods: An observational cross-sectional study was conducted across 10 UK tourist destinations.
Properties were identified through standardised Google search queries. Data were collected from
Google Maps and TripAdvisor listings for 133 properties (66 independent, 67 chain), covering Google
star ratings, review volume and presence of owner review responses. Data collection was conducted in
June 2026 using automated web agents conducting individual property searches.

Results: Independent properties recorded a mean Google rating of 4.53 compared to 4.07 for chain
properties, a gap of 0.46 stars. This differential was observed in al 10 study locations. Owner review
response rates were lower among independent properties (77%) compared to chain properties (95%).
The location in which independent properties achieved the highest mean rating was also the only
location in which independent response rates matched chain response rates.

Conclusions: Independent UK hospitality operators consistently generate higher guest ratings than
chain properties across UK tourist destinations, yet demonstrate systematically lower engagement with
the guest feedback that produces those ratings. This study argues that the deeper structural vulnerability
for independent operators is not the absence of review response behaviour but the absence of any
formal mechanism to understand, capture and act on guest experience before it exits the property as a
public review.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

The United Kingdom's independent hospitality sector, comprising independently owned and operated
hotels, guest houses and bed-and-breakfast establishments, forms a substantial component of the
country's tourism infrastructure. Unlike branded chain properties, independent operators typically
function without dedicated revenue management teams, centralised guest relations functions or
systematic digital reputation management tooling.

Online guest reviews have become a primary channel through which prospective guests evaluate
accommodation prior to booking. Platforms including Google Maps and TripAdvisor aggregate guest
ratings and surface them prominently in search results and travel planning tools. For independent
operators, who are disproportionately dependent on online channels for discovery and booking
acquisition, the management of this review profile represents a commercially significant operational



function.

Despite its commercial relevance, the comparative performance of independent and chain
accommaodation on publicly available reputation metrics has not been the subject of published primary
research in a UK context. The assumption embedded in much hospitality industry commentary - that
chains, with their greater resources, outperform independents on guest experience metrics - has not been
empirically tested at scale across UK tourist destinations.

1.2 Research Question

This study sought to address the following question: do measurable differences exist between
independent and chain accommodation properties in UK tourist destinations on publicly observable
online reputation metrics, specifically guest review ratings and owner review response behaviour?

1.3 Hypotheses
Two hypotheses were tested:

H1: Independent accommodation properties will record lower mean guest review ratings than chain
properties, reflecting the resource and operational advantages held by branded hotel groups.

H2: Independent accommodation properties will demonstrate lower rates of owner engagement with
guest reviews than chain properties, reflecting the absence of dedicated reputation management
functions.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 The UK Independent Hospitality Sector

The UK hospitality sector exhibits structural characteristics that place independent operators at a
persistent disadvantage relative to their chain counterparts. Analysis by the Chartered Institute of
Personnel and Development (CIPD), drawing on Office for National Statistics Annual Population Survey
data from January 2022 to December 2023, identifies hospitality as the sector with the highest employee
turnover rate in the UK at 52%, compared to a national average of 34% across al industries (CIPD,
2024). Over athird of hospitality workers have been in their current role for less than one year, afigure
arithmetically consistent with this turnover rate.

Independent operators are disproportionately exposed to the operational consequences of this turnover,
lacking the recruitment infrastructure, training departments and HR functions available to large hotel
groups. A 2022 CIPD survey of 1,055 UK HR professionals found that only 17% of employers
calculated the cost of labour turnover and only 12% collected data to evaluate and improve retention
initiatives (CIPD, 2022). The financial cost of staff churn therefore remains largely invisible across the
sector, borne predominantly by those least equipped to absorb it.

Independent operators face equivalent structural exposure on the distribution side. The D-EDGE Hotel
Distribution Report 2024, based on transactional data from approximately 5,000 independent hotels and
small hotel groups across Europe, found that Booking.com generated 43% of online revenue for
independent properties in 2023, while direct bookings accounted for only 29% of online revenue



(D-EDGE, 2024). Commission rates charged by Booking.com range from 10% to 25%, with an
industry-wide average of approximately 15% (Houst, 2024; HotelRez, 2024). This dependency on
high-commission third-party channels creates a structural cost pressure with no equivalent in the chain
segment, where direct booking volumes are typically higher.

2.2 Online Reputation as a Commercial Asset

The commercial relevance of online review scores has been the subject of substantial industry interest.
Multiple studies commissioned by hospitality technology vendors have claimed causa relationships
between review score improvements and revenue metrics including average daily rate, occupancy and
revenue per available room. As part of the preliminary research phase of this study, adversaria
verification of these claims found that no such figures survived verification at the primary source level.
All cited statistics were traced to vendor marketing content rather than verifiable primary research and
none were reproducible from the academic sources to which they were attributed.

This absence of verifiable primary evidence represents a genuine gap in the publicly available literature,
consistent with the broader finding that 83% of UK employers do not measure commercialy relevant
outcomes they are understood to care about (CIPD, 2022). The hospitality sector is characterised by a
systematic failure to measure outcomes that are intuitively understood to matter.

2.3 Review Response Behaviour

The behaviour of accommodation operators in responding to guest reviews is publicly observable and
widely treated in practitioner literature as a proxy for active reputation management. No peer-reviewed
study establishing a direct link between review response rates and commercial outcomes was identified
in the literature review phase, representing a further gap this study partially addresses.

No published study was identified that measured the comparative review response rates of independent
versus chain accommodation in UK tourist destinations. This study contributes original datato that gap.

3. METHODOLOGY

3.1 Study Design

This study employed an observational cross-sectional design, examining publicly available data from
online accommodation review platforms at a single point in time in June 2026. No experimental
manipulation was conducted. The study does not establish causal relationships between variables.

3.2 Location Selection

Ten UK tourist destinations were selected: York, Bath, Brighton, Oxford, Cambridge, Canterbury,
Cheltenham, Chester, Harrogate and Stratford-upon-Avon. Locations were selected to control for guest
segment variation, a significant confounding variable when comparing hospitality properties across
geographically diverse settings. All 10 locations serve a predominantly leisure tourist segment with
comparable patterns of short-break and heritage tourism demand. Urban commercial centres without
significant leisure tourism and rural villages without sufficient chain accommodation stock were
excluded to prevent guest segment heterogeneity from confounding comparisons between property types.



3.3 Property Classification

Properties were classified as either independent or chain using the following operational definitions:

Independent: A property operating without national brand affiliation, understood to be owner-operated
or independently managed without group-level reservation management, centralised marketing or
group-wide operational standards. This classification includes boutique hotels, guest houses and
bed-and-breakfast establishments operating under a unique property name.

Chain: A property operating under a nationally recognised brand, including but not limited to Premier
Inn, Travelodge, Holiday Inn, ibis, Marriott, Hilton, Best Western, Mercure, Novotel and Leonardo
Hotels.

3.4 Property Selection

For each location, properties were identified through standardised Google search queries using the terms
"[location] hotel" and "[location] B&B." The first qualifying results matching each classification were
selected up to a maximum of 10 properties per category per location. No post-hoc selection was applied.
Properties that could not be confirmed as active at the time of data collection were excluded.

3.5 Data Collection

Data were collected in June 2026 using automated web agents conducting individual property searches,
each property searched independently. The following variables were recorded:

» Google star rating (scale 1.0 t0 5.0)
» Google review count (total published reviews)

* Review response status (binary: whether any owner or management response was visible on the
property's public listing)

* TripAdvisor rating (scale 1.0 to 5.0, where accessible)

Google Maps listing data was not directly accessible via automated agents in all cases. Where direct
access was not possible, ratings were sourced from third-party aggregators confirmed to draw from
Google Places data, including Wanderlog and Tripexpert. In cases where Google ratings could not be
confirmed from any accessible source, properties were excluded from rating calculations but retained in
response rate cal culations where TripAdvisor response data were available.

Review response status was determined by the presence of any visible owner or management response
on the property's Google or TripAdvisor listing. Properties were recorded as responding (true) if any
management response was visible across either platform and recorded as not responding (false) if no
such response was visible. Thisis a conservative binary measure and does not capture response rate as a
proportion of total reviews.

3.6 Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics were calculated for each variable by property classification and by location. Mean
ratings were calculated for independent and chain properties overall and within each study location.
Review response rates were calculated as the proportion of properties within each classification



demonstrating at least one visible management response. No inferential statistical tests were conducted
in this pilot study. The sample size of 133 properties across 10 locations is considered sufficient for
descriptive analysis but insufficient to support statistical significance claims, which are not made.

3.7 Ethical Considerations

All data collected in this study were drawn from publicly available online sources. No individual guest or
staff data were collected. No data subjects were identified or contacted. Data collection was confined to
information published voluntarily by property owners and guests on public-facing platforms.

4. RESULTS

4.1 Dataset Overview

Data were collected for 182 properties across 10 locations. Following exclusions for properties not
confirmed as active at time of data collection and properties for which no rating data could be confirmed
from accessible sources, a final dataset of 133 properties with valid rating data was retained: 66
independent properties and 67 chain properties.

4.2 Overall Rating Comparison

The mean Google rating across all 66 independent properties with valid data was 4.53. The mean Google
rating across al 67 chain properties was 4.07. The difference between means was 0.46 rating points.

Table 1. Overall rating comparison by property classification.

Independent 66 453
Chain 67 4.07
Difference - +0.46 (independent)

4.3 Rating Comparison by Location

Independent properties recorded a higher mean Google rating than chain properties in all 10 study
locations. The differential ranged from 0.05 rating points in Stratford-upon-Avon to 0.67 rating pointsin
Bath.



Table 2. Mean Google ratings by location, independent vs chain.

York 4.60 4.13 +0.47 6 10
Bath 4.58 3.91 +0.67 6 7
Brighton 4.66 4.02 +0.64 8 6
Oxford 451 4.02 +0.49 8 5
Cambridge 4,52 4.13 +0.39 6 8
Canterbury 4.36 3.95 +0.41 8 4
Cheltenham 4.60 4.13 +0.47 8 8
Chester 4.55 4.12 +0.43 6 6
Harrogate 4.68 4.16 +0.52 6 7
Stratford-upon-Avon 4.08 4.03 +0.05 4 6

4.4 Review Response Rates

Based on town-level averages, 77% of independent accommodation properties demonstrated at least one
visible management response to guest reviews. The corresponding figure for chain properties was 95%.

Table 3. Review response rates by location, independent vs chain.

York 83% 90% -7 pts
Bath 83% 100% -17 pts
Brighton 75% 100% -25 pts
Oxford 38% 80% -42 pts
Cambridge 83% 100% -17 pts
Canterbury 5% 100% -25 pts
Cheltenham 5% 100% -25 pts
Chester 83% 100% -17 pts
Harrogate 100% 100% Opts

Stratford-upon-Avon 5% 83% -8 pts

Chain properties recorded higher or equal review response rates in al 10 locations. Independent
properties matched chain response rates only in Harrogate.



4.5 Review Volume

Independent properties recorded lower mean Google review volumes than chain properties across all
locations in which both counts were available. The mean review count for independent propertiesin the
four locations for which volume data were available was 619, compared to 1,733 for chain properties.
This differential is partially attributable to differences in room capacity, with chain hotels typically
operating significantly higher room counts than independent guest houses and B& Bs, resulting in greater
guest throughput per property.

5. DISCUSSION

5.1 The Rating Finding

The finding that independent properties outrate chain properties in all 10 study locations challenges a
widely held assumption in hospitality industry commentary - that chains, by virtue of their operational
scale and standardisation, deliver consistently superior or more reliable guest experiences. Across this
dataset, independent operators delivered measurably better guest experiences as recorded by Google
ratingsin every location studied, with amean differential of 0.46 rating points.

Thisfinding is consistent with the structural logic of the owner-operator model. A property in which the
person responsible for the guest's experience is aso the person who built it, owns it and depends on it
creates conditions for attentive, personalised service that standardised chain operations are not designed
to replicate. What this study provides is the first quantified evidence of this differential in a systematic
multi-location UK study.

The practical significance of a 0.46-point difference on a 5-point scale should not be underestimated. On
Google, the difference between a rating of 4.07 and 4.53 can determine whether a property appears in
filtered searches by prospective guests applying minimum rating thresholds of 4.0 or 4.5. It is aso the
differential visible in the first impression formed by a prospective guest scanning search results without
filtering. The guest experience advantage held by independentsis real, meaningful and publicly visible.

5.2 The Response Rate Finding

The finding that chain properties demonstrate higher review response rates than independent properties
in 9 of 10 locations is consistent with the a priori hypothesis. Over the past decade, chain hotel groups
have developed systematic processes for review monitoring and response, in many cases employing
dedicated reputation management staff or engaging third-party services to ensure consistent engagement
across all platforms.

However, this finding requires careful interpretation. Review response - the act of replying to a guest
who has already left and already published their assessment - is a reactive behaviour. By the time a
review exists, the guest experience is complete, the outcome is fixed and the record is permanent. A
property that responds promptly and professionally to anegative review has not recovered the experience
of the guest who wrote it. It has communicated to future readers that management is attentive, which has
genuine value, but it has not addressed the underlying cause of the original complaint and it cannot undo
the public record.



The more significant gap this finding points to is upstream of the review entirely. Independent operators,
in the absence of formal guest feedback infrastructure, have no systematic mechanism to understand
what a guest is experiencing while they are still on the property. The review arrives after the moment of
intervention has passed. The guest has checked out. The opportunity to address the concern, recover the
experience and prevent the negative record has already closed.

Chain operators, with their greater operational infrastructure, are also more likely to operate formal
in-stay feedback mechanisms - from structured front-of-house service recovery protocols to digita
check-in surveys - that create opportunities to resolve dissatisfaction before it leaves the building.
Independent operators rarely have equivalent systems, relying instead on the attentiveness of the
owner-operator and informal conversation to identify and address guest concerns before they crystallise
into a public review.

The review response gap measured in this study is therefore best understood not as a failure of post-stay
communication but as a visible indicator of a deeper absence: the absence of any structured engagement
with guest experience before the stay concludes. Responding faster to existing reviews addresses the
symptom. Capturing feedback during the stay addresses the cause.

5.3 The Harrogate Finding

The town of Harrogate produced the most significant combined finding in this study. Independent
properties in Harrogate recorded the highest mean rating of any independent property group (4.68) and
were the only independent group to match chain properties on review response rates (100%). The
co-occurrence of these two results in the same location is consistent with a model in which active
engagement with review datais associated with sustained experience quality rather than passive goodwill
alone. This relationship warrants investigation in future research with larger samples and a longitudinal
design before any causal claim is advanced.

5.4 The Oxford Finding

Oxford produced the most striking response rate finding in the study. Independent properties in Oxford
recorded a mean rating of 4.51, placing them second only to Brighton among independent groups in this
study. Yet only 38% of Oxford independent properties demonstrated any visible management response
to guest reviews - the lowest independent response rate of any location studied.

Oxford's independent accommodation stock is predominantly composed of small owner-operated B& Bs
serving a high-volume tourism market with significant seasonal and year-round demand. The operational
burden on these properties may explain the low response rate. The commercial consequence is that a
group of properties delivering above-average guest experiences are generating a public reputation profile
that does not reflect the degree of active management interest typically associated with high-performing
accommodation.

5.5 Canterbury

Canterbury produced the lowest mean independent rating in the study at 4.36, alongside a 25-point
response rate gap behind chain properties. Of all locations studied, Canterbury most closely resembles
the pattern of a market in which independent operators have gone largely absent from their own



reputation data. Whether the lower ratings are a consequence of lower engagement with guest feedback
or share acommon cause with it cannot be determined from this data, but the co-occurrence is noted.

5.6 Stratford-upon-Avon

Stratford-upon-Avon produced the smallest rating differential in the study (0.05 points) and the lowest
mean independent rating (4.08). Both classifications performed below the study-wide mean in this
location. This may reflect particular characteristics of a heavily commoditised heritage destination in
which guest expectations and review behaviour differ from those of other tourist townsin the study. This
warrants investigation in future research.

5.7 The Broader Implication

Taken together, the rating and response rate findings describe a paradox at the heart of the independent
sector's relationship with its own reputation data. Independent operators deliver better experiences and
earn better ratings, then systematically leave the evidence of that quality underengaged. Chain operators
deliver inferior guest experiences as measured by ratings but respond to reviews at significantly higher
rates, closing the learning loop that independent operators leave open.

The commercial risk this creates for independent operators extends beyond the reputational. An
unanswered negative review communicates to future readers not only the origina complaint but the
operator's apparent indifference to it. An answered review, even on a critical point, communicates active
management interest. Prospective guests evaluating these signals understand this intuitively. The data in
this study suggests that independent operators, as a group, are not engaging with this dynamic
consistently.

6. LIMITATIONS

Sample size: 133 properties across 10 locations constitutes a pilot-scale study. No inferential statistical
tests were conducted and no claims of statistical significance are made. Replication with a larger sample
would be reguired before generalisation is warranted.

Property classification accuracy: Several properties classified as independent in this study were
identified in data collection notes as members of boutique chain or affiliate groups, including Hotel du
Vin (Mamaison Hotel du Vin Group), University Arms Cambridge (Marriott Autograph Collection),
The Grand Brighton (Leonardo Hotels) and Gonville Hotel (Radisson Individuals). Inclusion of these
properties in the independent classification may have inflated independent response rates. Exclusion of
these properties would likely produce a wider response rate gap between the two classifications.

Google data accessibility: Google Maps listing data was not directly accessible via automated agents in
all cases. Ratings sourced from third-party aggregators drawing on Google Places data were used as an
alternative. While these aggregators are understood to reflect live Google data, independent verification
of each figure against the primary Google Maps source was not possiblein every case.

Response rate measurement: Review response rate was measured as a binary variable (at least one
response visible, or no response visible) rather than as a proportion of total reviews receiving a response.
This measure does not capture the degree of engagement, only its presence or absence.



Cross-sectional design: Data were collected at a single point in time in June 2026. Review ratings and
response behaviour change over time. The findings reflect a snapshot and do not capture longitudinal
trends.

Conflict of interest: See Section 8.

7. CONCLUSIONS

7.1 Summary of Findings

This pilot study found that independent accommodation properties in 10 UK tourist destinations
consistently outperform chain properties on Google guest review ratings, recording a mean of 4.53
compared to 4.07 for chain properties - a differential of 0.46 rating points observed in every location
studied. Independent properties demonstrated lower rates of management engagement with guest reviews
than chain properties in 9 of 10 locations, with a study-wide average response rate of 77% for
independent properties compared to 95% for chain properties.

7.2 Implications for Independent Operators

The findings suggest that the primary competitive vulnerability of independent UK accommodation
operators is not the quality of the experience they deliver to guests but the absence of formal systems to
understand and respond to that experience in real time. Independent operators are generating superior
guest experiences - this study demonstrates that clearly - but they are doing so without the infrastructure
to capture what guests are feeling before those feelings become permanent public record.

The review response gap identified in this study is a symptom of this absence, not the cause. An
independent operator who responds to every public review after the fact has not solved the underlying
praoblem. They have managed the evidence of a gap in rea-time guest intelligence that already existed
and already produced its outcome before the response was written. The review isthe end of the chain, not
the beginning of it.

The one location in which independent operators matched chain response rates (Harrogate) also
produced the highest mean independent rating in the study. This is consistent with a pattern in which
operators who are systematically engaged with guest feedback - at every stage, not only the public
review stage - deliver measurably better outcomes over time. The direction of that relationship, and the
mechanisms through which it operates, warrants investigation in future research.

7.3 Recommendations
Independent accommodation operators in UK tourist destinations are recommended to:
1. Establish aformal mechanism for capturing guest feedback during the stay, before check-out, giving

guests a private channel to raise concerns that can be addressed while the experience is still
recoverable

2. Treat in-stay feedback as a primary operationa priority - a concern raised and resolved before a
guest leaves cannot become a negative public review

10



3. Recognise the public review as the end of the guest experience chain, not the beginning of reputation
management - by the time areview is posted, the moment of intervention has already passed

4. Respond to all public reviews on Google and TripAdvisor systematically, understanding that
response behaviour is publicly visible to prospective guests and communicates active management
interest

5. Analyse guest feedback patterns over time to identify recurring operational themes, rather than
treating each complaint as an isolated incident requiring an individual response

7.4 Directions for Future Research

This pilot study raises several questions for future investigation:

1. Does a causal relationship exist between review response rates and guest experience outcomes in
independent UK hospitality? A longitudinal study tracking response behaviour and subsequent
rating changes within the same properties over time would begin to address this question.

2. What is the annual commercial cost of the response rate gap for individua independent operators?
Primary financial data from a consenting panel of operators would be required to quantify this.

3. Do the patterns observed in UK tourist towns replicate in urban centres and coastal resort markets?

4. I1sthe Stratford-upon-Avon anomaly an artefact of sample composition or a genuine characteristic of
high-footfall heritage tourism markets?

A follow-up study with a sample of 500 or more properties across 20 or more locations, incorporating
financial performance data where operators consent to share it, would substantially strengthen the
evidential base for these conclusions.

8. CONFLICTS OF INTEREST

This study was designed, conducted and published by IntuitiveStay, a software company providing guest
feedback and reputation management tools to independent hospitality operators in the United Kingdom.
IntuitiveStay has a direct commercial interest in findings that demonstrate the existence of a reputation
management gap in the independent hospitality sector.

In accordance with standard research practice, this interest is disclosed prominently. To support
independent verification, the complete dataset collected in this study is published as Appendix A.
Readers are encouraged to examine the raw data and apply their own analytical judgements to the
findings.

The author has endeavoured to apply objective methodology and to present findings without selective
emphasis. Where data were ambiguous or could not be confirmed from accessible sources, properties
were excluded from calculations rather than estimates applied.
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APPENDIX A: DATASET

The full property-level dataset is available on request from IntuitiveStay. It includes the property name,
location, classification, Google rating, Google review count, TripAdvisor rating, review response status
and data source notes for each of the 182 properties researched in this study.
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