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The role of language in the online evaluation of hospitality service encounters: 

An empirical study 

 

 

Abstract  

In an increasingly global travel market, hospitality services encounters involve growing interactions 

between providers and customers often belonging to different nationalities and cultures and 

speaking different languages. Extant hospitality management literature has explored the influence of 

language on service evaluations mostly in offline settings. This study innovatively captures the 

effect of the language used in online hotel reviews on online consumer ratings in two distinctively 

different destinations located in culturally different countries: Italy and Russia. Based on almost 

half a million Booking.com online reviews written by hotel guests in Moscow and Rome, we 

illuminate if and to what extent domestic vs. foreign language use affects online customer 

satisfaction. We find that the use of domestic language exerts a positive impact on online ratings in 

both countries. Implications for hospitality practitioners and managers, developers and managers of 

online review platforms, and customers of hotel services are discussed.  
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1. Introduction  

International tourist arrivals have recorded a dramatic growth over the last six decades reaching the 

historical record of 1.3 billion in 2017, despite cyclical economic and political crises have 

interrupted some of the tourism flows (UNWTO, 2018). A high number of factors have contributed 

to the expansion of the global travel, tourism and hospitality markets. Besides economic factors 

such as the growth of GDP and income allocated to travel, demographic trends, increasing 

protection of travellers’ rights, shifts in consumption patterns, undeniably the development of 

communication and transportation technologies has played a major role in the aforementioned 

expansion (UNWTO, 2017).  

On the one hand, the improvements in transportation technologies have made it easier and 

more affordable for travellers to reach an increasing number of destinations. On the other hand, the 

evolution of information and communication technologies and more generally of digital 

technologies has allowed travellers to meet with people with distinctively different cultural 

backgrounds both online and offline. As such, technological development has significantly 

contributed to globalization processes. 

The hospitality industry is one of the services industries that has been mostly affected by 

globalization: indeed hospitality firms interact daily with customers from different cultural 

backgrounds (see Mattila, 1999; Wang et al., 2015). To date, inter-cultural and cross-cultural 

hospitality service encounters and their evaluation have been analysed by means of field 

experiments and traditional surveys gathering a limited number of services customers (see Mattila, 

1999, 2000; Tse & Ho, 2009; Wang et al., 2008; Wang et al., 2015).  

However, scarce attention has been paid to the impact that cultural factors may bear in the 

online evaluation of hotel services, with the exception of a few recent studies (see Gao et al., 2018; 

Liu et al., 2017; Schuckert et al., 2015) that have emphasized to what extent cultural differences can 

affect hotel consumer behaviours in online settings. This is rather surprising as today hospitality 

services are assessed by leveraging online review platforms such as Tripadvisor and Online Travel 

Agencies (OTAs) such as Booking.com, and online ratings are becoming paramount for both 

consumers’ and companies’ decision making (Cantallops & Salvi, 2014). 

As cultural differences still play a major role in today’s globalized world and in the 

hospitality sector, it is of paramount importance to investigate how cultural differences such as the 

use of different languages (domestic vs. international) can affect hotel online hotel ratings.  The 

analysis conducted in this paper is distinctive for the following reasons: 1) it captures to what extent 

the use of domestic vs. foreign language affects online ratings after hospitality service encounters in 

different destinations/countries; 2) it leverages an extensive dataset of almost half a million online 
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reviews representing the overall population of reviews endowed with text written by hotel guests in 

two culturally different destinations/countries (attracting different mixes of leisure/business tourists) 

over a period of 24 months; 3) it encompasses among the research settings also the Russian 

hospitality sector, that is often neglected in hospitality management studies.  

The rest of the paper unfolds in a number of sections and is organized as follows. Section 2 

introduces the theoretical background and builds on the theoretical antecedents to present the major 

research hypothesis. The third section displays the empirical setting and research methodology.  

Section 4 describes the research findings.  The fifth section discusses the implications. The last 

section elucidates the conclusions, the major limitations and a promising research agenda.  

 

2. Theoretical background and hypotheses formulation  

 

2.1 Service encounters, hospitality service encounters and impacts on service evaluation 

Services research has traditionally recognized the centrality of consumers’ involvement and 

participation in the service production (Bitner et al., 1997; Grönroos, 1978; Shostack, 1977).  

Marketing research introducing and discussing the co-creation paradigm in services management 

has further highlighted the role of the consumer as a value co-creator in a services setting (see 

Vargo and Lusch, 2004).  

Services have been therefore conceptualized as encounters between service providers (namely 

contact personnel/employees) and customers/consumers (Grönroos, 1984; Lovelock, 1983; 

Zeithaml et al., 1996) whereby a service encounter is “a period of time during which a customer 

directly interacts with a service” (Shostack, 1985, p. 243). Effective service encounters have been 

found to generate high levels of customer satisfaction (Zeithaml et al., 1990), positive experience 

(Arnould & Price, 1993), pleasure (Russell et al., 1989), retention and repurchase behaviours 

(Hennig‐Thurau, 2004) and loyalty (Mattila, 2001).  

However, to be effective, service encounters should build upon a number of factors that 

pertain to the service provider, the customer and the interaction between them.  As far as service 

providers are concerned, an effective service encounter depends on: i) how well employees are able 

to follow a service process blueprint (Shostack, 1984), ii) the extent to which service providers can 

close the four service quality gaps of service design and standards, listening, service performance 

and communication (Zeithaml et al., 1990); iii) the capability of providers of transforming 

customers into business partners for value creation (Vargo & Lusch, 2004); iv) the ability of 

interpreting performance measures related to customers (Sainaghi et al., 2013).    
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As far as service customers are concerned, an effective service encounter depends on 

customers and their demographics (Kulik & Holbrook, 2000), actions and knowledge of the service 

script and roles (Solomon et al., 1985), and voluntary and non-voluntary behaviours (Zeithaml et 

al., 2006) that ultimately influence the consumers’ level of participation.  Cultural factors such as 

the cultural background of customers have received a limited attention so far (de Mooij and 

Hofstede, 2011). 

As far as the interaction between service providers and service customers is concerned, in 

services value is co-created by the customer during the consumption as clearly emphasized by the 

service-dominant (S-D) paradigm (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). According to the S-D paradigm, 

customers and firms collaborate to create value. Co-creation implies effective interaction and 

communication between consumers and service providers: this could be problematic in cross-

cultural environments where the cultural background of the service providers might differ 

significantly from the cultures espoused by consumers (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2011) and the 

language used (spoken and written) might affect the service interaction itself (Holmqvist & 

Grönroos, 2012). 

In hospitality management research, services encounters are at the heart of the industry 

(Chapman & Lovell, 2006) and have been investigated adopting a variety of perspectives. The 

effectiveness of hotel service encounters is crucial as it is conducive to high levels of satisfaction 

(Pizam & Ellis, 1999), customers’ evaluations (Mattila, 2000), customer retention (Yung & Chan, 

2002), repurchase behaviours (Kandampully et al., 2001; Yung & Chan, 2002) and loyalty (Mattila, 

2001). 

That said, effective hotel service encounters depend on a number of factors pertaining to hotel 

service providers, customers, and the interactions between hotel service providers and customers.  

As far as hotel service providers are concerned, an effective hotel service encounter depends 

on: i) the behaviour of the employees (Cook et al., 2002) also in response to customer misbehaviour 

(Daunt & Harris, 2014); ii) the training, proficiency and skills of employees (Chapman & Lovell, 

2006); iii) intercultural sensitivity of employees (Sizoo et al., 2003); iv) the servicescape shaped by 

providers (Chen et al, 2017); v) the way providers transform customers into partners (Shaw et al., 

2011); vi) employees’ emotions (Rafaeli & Sutton, 1987). 

However, an effective hotel service encounter also depends on: i) customers’ demographics 

(Shoemaker and Lewis, 1999); ii) customers’ actions and knowledge of the service script (Chen et 

al., 2017); iii) self-efficacy (Chen et al., 2015); iv) purchase importance (Chen et al., 2015); v) 

customers’ involvement (Mattila, 2000, 2001); vi) roles and behaviours (Chen et al., 2017) that 

ultimately influence the consumers’ level of information, attitude, and behavioural participation 
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(Chen et al., 2017).  Last but not least, the S-D logic is particularly relevant to explain how value is 

created in the hospitality sector as hospitality service encounters are co-created by the 

guest/customer and the employee/provider, and the participation of the customers in value creation 

is critical to shape the service experience (Chen et al., 2017; Shaw et al., 2011). 

According to recent literature in hospitality management research, it appears that the best 

service provider/customer relationship in service delivery can be labeled as “mutual understanding” 

(Chen et al., 2017) and experimental studies demonstrate that intercultural communication plays a 

pivotal though neglected role in enabling mutual understanding in hospitality service encounters 

(Wang et al., 2015). To our knowledge, while in the mainstream marketing management and  

consumer behaviour literature, cultural factors have been taken into account (de Mooij & Hofstede, 

2011; Winsted, 1997), in hospitality services marketing research the role of cultural factors has been 

relatively peripheral in consumer behaviour studies until 2015 (except for Mattila, 1999, 2000, 

2001; Sparks & Callan, 1992; Sparks, 1994), with an upsurge of interest over the last 4 years (Wang 

et al., 2015, Gao et al., 2018).  

Also language, being part of culture, has been largely neglected so far, with a very few 

exceptions (Schuckert et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2015) and certainly represents an 

area with a great research potential (Holmqvist & Grönroos, 2012).   

In the following subsections, we build on services management and marketing studies embedding 

intercultural and language differences to develop a research hypothesis relevant to the hospitality 

services. The uniqueness of this study lies in the examination of how the online reviewing language 

differences affect online ratings after hospitality service encounters in distinctively different 

destinations located in two culturally different countries: Italy and Russia.  

 

2.2 Cultural and language differences and consumers’ evaluation of hospitality service 

encounters 

Cross-cultural and inter-cultural studies in hospitality service encounters have started appearing at 

the end of the nineties, typically in the form of field experiments, aiming at comparing and 

contrasting attitudes, behaviours, expectations, evaluations and satisfaction levels of hotel guests 

from two to five different countries or geographical regions, and often comparing Western vs. 

Eastern consumers (see Mattila, 1999, 2000, 2001; McCleary et al., 1998; Mok & Armstrong, 1998; 

Reisigner & Turner, 1999).  

For instance, McCleary et al. (1998) scrutinize the importance of 56 hotel attributes for 

business tourists from the USA and Korea when choosing a hotel. Their study highlights that both 

Korean and American guests look after cleanliness, security, comfortable mattresses and pillows, 
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friendly staff. However, while Americans put emphasis on the availability of non-smoking rooms, 

and hotel reputation, Korean business guests consider location, laundry and business services of 

paramount importance. Mattila (1999) finds that there are statistically significant differences 

between Western and Asian hotel guests in their evaluation of the service encounter and overall 

service quality. Focusing on leisure vs. business travellers, the author reveals the similarity of 

customers’ evaluations of the service encounter and overall service quality of business travellers 

across the two regions. However, Asian leisure travellers are found to give a lower evaluation of the 

service encounter (as well as of overall service quality) than their Western counterparts.  

Interestingly enough, several of these seminal studies on inter- and cross-cultural service 

encounters explain the findings mostly by means of theoretical frameworks and theories developed 

in the 1980s (Hall, 1984; Hofstede,1980). However, the role of language and language use in 

service marketing research has been to a certain extent neglected until the beginning of this decade 

(Holmqvist & Grönroos, 2012) as most of extant research has focused on indirect communication 

such as advertising, branding, written messages (see Luna & Peracchio, 2002; Puntoni et al., 2009).  

Paradoxically, those contexts such as service settings, where language seems to play a 

paramount role, have received the least scholarly attention (Holmqvist & Grönroos, 2012) despite 

the fact that “the interactive and intangible nature of services means that language, language skills, 

and language difficulties will increasingly influence how consumers perceive, execute, and evaluate 

their service interactions with companies.” (Holmqvist & Grönroos, 2012: p.429). 

Building on communication and interaction research in services (see Luna & Peracchio, 

2002; Puntoni et al., 2009; Sparks & McColl-Kennedy, 2001) and on sociolinguistic research 

(Clément et al., 2002; Giles et al., 1987; Gopinath & Glassmann, 2008; Aune & Toshiyuki, 1993), 

Holmqvist & Grönroos (2012) put forward 11 theoretical propositions related specifically to 

language use before, during and after services encounters. In their tenth proposition, they deal with 

the service encounters aftermath and posit that one of the unanswered research questions to address 

is “to what extent does language influence word of mouth?”. To our knowledge, this question has 

not been addressed thoroughly so far in mainstream service marketing research, and, more 

specifically, the related question in contemporary online settings “to what extent does language 

influence electronic word of mouth?” remains virtually even not formulated in services settings.  

Holmqvist and Grönroos (2012) suggest that after a service encounter, consumers’ evaluations of 

effective and positive communication should encourage them to spread positive WOM about the 

service provider (Harrison-Walker, 2011).  

As far as the role of communication and language in hospitality service encounters, 

pioneering contributions have focused on the description of several aspects of communication in 
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hospitality services (Sparks & Callan, 1992; Sparks, 1994). For instance, Sparks (1994) finds that 

hotel reservationists adopting a convergent style of communication were rated higher, with female 

customers giving generally higher ratings. She also concludes that service providers should be 

better trained in communicating their knowledge of tourism products. Sparks and Callan (1992) 

show that the quality of interpersonal and intercultural relationships between hotel customers and 

providers are enhanced by a convergent style of communication.  

Drawing on literature from communications and social psychology, Wang et al. (2015) 

study intercultural service encounters (ICSEs) in a foreign context (i.e., customers engaging in a 

service encounter when traveling abroad) rather than a domestic context (i.e., customers engaging in 

ICSEs in their country of residence). They find that consumers respond to communication 

accommodation strategies with increased felt pleasure, arousal, and dominance (as well as relational 

and symbolic value) that ultimately positively affect encounter satisfaction.  

 

2.3 Language differences and consumers’ evaluation of hospitality service encounters in online 

settings 

In their reference work on the role of language in services, Holmqvist and Grönroos (2012) 

emphasize that Internet deserves a significant attention as it “facilitates contact between consumers 

and service providers from language groups around the world” (ibidem, p. 439), therefore 

“contributing to a marked increase in international and intercultural communication.” (ibidem, p. 

439).  

The introduction and consolidation of digital technologies and digital communication 

generate significant opportunities for services companies but also increased challenges in 

intercultural communication that need timely research and an in-depth understanding (Holmqvist 

and Grönroos, 2012; 2017). This is even more relevant in the hospitality sector where online 

reviews are becoming increasingly relevant as a source of information for both companies and 

consumers (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004; Dellarocas et al., 2007). In their seminal definition, 

Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) have termed online reviews as electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) 

whereby eWOM is “any positive or negative statement made by potential, actual, or former 

customers about a product or company, which is made available to a multitude of people and 

institutions via the Internet” (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004, p. 39).  

The hospitality sector has been deeply affected by eWOM (Litvin et al., 2008) and a 

substantial amount of research has been carried out around review-generating factors and impacts of 

eWOM (Cantallops & Salvi, 2014).   
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Within the extant body of eWOM literature, a very few studies have tried to assess the role 

played by language in affecting online consumer behavior. The first pioneering study in hospitality 

management embedding language in the study of online consumer behaviour has been an analysis 

of English vs. non-English speaking customers in hotels in Hong-Kong (Schuckert et al. 2015).  

The study finds that there are differences in ratings between non-English speaking and English 

speaking guests, with the former ones preferring low-class hotels. Moreover, it shows that online 

ratings satisfaction differences are bigger in lower class hotels or in hotels with more non-English 

speaking guests. The aforementioned study considers English-speaking customers as a proxy of 

foreign customers. However, this is not always the case and might differ across destinations: for 

instance, in Western European destinations English might be just one of the several languages used 

by foreign visitors and guests.   

Moreover, we embrace the idea that while most of the studies in the wide social sciences and 

socio-linguistic research have focused on English, any generalization based on English data should 

be corroborated and refined by considering data from other language communities (e.g., Cenni & 

Goethals, 2017; Smakman, 2015). For instance, Liu et al. (2017) focus on 412,784 Tripadvisor 

online reviews of Chinese hotels and find that foreign tourists of 8 different language groups assess 

hotels differently online based on the evaluations they give of hotel attributes such as rooms, 

location, cleanliness, service and value. 

The present study looks at online service evaluations after intercultural service encounters, 

controlling for both domestic and international tourists. Therefore, it does not simply control by a 

specific language such as English (Schuckert et al. 2015), but clearly differentiates between 

domestic language vs. foreign languages to address the question put forward by Holmqvist & 

Grönroos (2012): “to what extent does language influence word of mouth?” in an online setting. 

Moreover, unlike Schuckert et al. (2015), our unit of analysis are the individual reviews. Our study 

also differs from the analysis carried out by Schuckert et al. (2015) and Liu et al. (2017) as we focus 

on hotels located in two distinctively different countries to generalize our findings and look at 

language related issues outside of the Chinese context. 

Overall, both theory and empirical observation show that language plays a crucial role in 

service encounters as it provides a common basis for communication between the service providers 

and the consumers (Holmqvist and Grönroos, 2012; Holmqvist et al., 2017) and experiential 

research in hospitality suggests that speaking the same language can avoid misunderstandings and 

miscommunication (Manzur & Jogaratnam, 2007) and that language accommodations seem to 

affect positively customers’ felt pleasure, control and thus satisfaction (Wang et al., 2015). Based 

on the received theory, we therefore hypothesize that if the hospitality service provider and the 
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consumer use the domestic language of the focal destination, this would decrease the likelihood of 

miscommunications, misunderstndings and communication gaps and break-downs, thus ultimately 

leading to positive eWOM after the service encounter. Accordingly, we hypothesize what follows:  

 

Hypothesis: The domestic language is positively related to online review ratings, so that hotel 

guests using the domestic language in their online reviews tend to give higher ratings, regardless of 

the type of destination (prevalently leisure vs. prevalently business), its degree of 

internationalization, and the country where the hotels are located.  

 

There are several features and aspects that make this study distinctive compared to previous 

research: (a) it covers multiple destinations located in different countries with different service 

cultures; (b) it covers both prevalently leisure and prevalently business destinations; (c) it covers 

both prevalently domestic and prevalently international destinations; (d) it is not only confined to 

understand the impact of English vs. non English language groups on online ratings but looks at the 

use of domestic vs. foreign language in each of the diverse destinations analyzed; (e) it constitutes 

one of the first attempts to generalize the study of the relationship between the language used for 

reviewing purposes and online ratings across distinctively different destinations; (f) it builds on 

online reviews that are certified and therefore reflect the judgments of real guests that actually 

stayed in a hotel, written after the hospitality encounter; (g) it provides novel insights on the type of 

strategies that online review platforms should develop when dealing with multilingual communities. 

 

3. Empirical setting and research methodology  

3.1 Empirical setting: the choice and relevance of the destinations under analysis  

We situate our study in two distinctively different destinations belonging to two distinctly different 

countries and cultures somehow underrepresented in language related hospitality management 

studies: namely Moscow in Russia and Rome in Italy. The two countries feature among the Top 10 

countries in terms of international tourist arrivals (UNWTO, 2018) and the two cities are the leading 

destination cities in their respective countries in terms of bed nights with respectively 17.6 million 

bed nights in Moscow (Cushman & Wakefield, 2017) and 26.9 million bed nights in Rome in 2016 

(European Cities Marketing, 2017). However, they differ significantly across the following 

dimensions: 

a) in terms of supply, the Russian hotel industry was mostly developed only after the collapse 

of the former Soviet Union and until 1990 it was mostly dominated by state-owned hotels 

offering basic services for domestic and small number of foreign tourists. Higher-end hotels 
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emerged only after the start of a free market economy in the early 90s (Balaeva et al., 2012). 

On the other hand, the Italian hospitality industry has a more consolidated tradition whereby 

small and medium hotels have been playing a paramount role since the 50s and higher end 

hotels have a long and consolidated presence (Battilani & Fauri, 2009). Currently the 

Muscovite hospitality industry is dominated by 2- and 3-star hotels while the Rome-based 

hospitality industry records a prevalence of 3- and 4-star hotels (this is also evident from the 

data understanding carried out on the overall population of Booking.com online reviews 

retrieved for the two studied years); 

b) in terms of consumer demand patterns, Rome is characterized as a prominently leisure 

destination, while Moscow receives an equal amount of business and leisure tourists. This is 

quite clear based on a data understanding on the overall population of Booking.com online 

reviews retrieved for the two cities over the period February 2015 – February  2017: hotel 

guests that travelled to Rome for leisure purposes were 83.4% compared to just 52.0% 

travelling for leisure to Moscow;     

c) with respect to consumer demand, Rome is a more international destination than Moscow 

because out of 26.9 million bed nights recorded in 2016, 19.4 million (72.1%) pertained to 

international tourists (European Cities Marketing, 2017), whereas for Moscow out of 17.6 

million bed nights, only 5.5 million (31.3%)  were related to foreign guests  (Cushman & 

Wakefield, 2017). This data pattern is in line with the overall population of Booking.com 

online reviews retrieved for the two studied cities over the period February 2015 – February 

2017: international guests reserving a hotel stay and reviewing a hotel in Rome were 68.5% 

while international guests reserving a hotel stay and reviewing a hotel in Moscow were 

24.8%; 

d) last, in terms of demand there is a further difference between Moscow and Rome. Moscow 

is characterized by a significant presence of domestic travellers and foreign tourists that are 

originally from the former Soviet countries where Russian is either the official language (see 

Belarus, Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan) or is considered as a lingua franca (Azerbaijan, 

Estonia, Georgia, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan). 

On the contrary, Rome is characterized by a significant presence of international tourists 

and, when tourists are originally from abroad, they do not necessarily speak Italian.  

 

From the aforementioned data it is clear that the destinations considered are relatively different both 

in terms of supply and in terms of demand, and they were chosen for this research so that they could 

display a sufficient variety in terms of features and characteristics of their supply and demand.  
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Moreover, our study allows covering a relevant research gap that is evident in both hospitality 

management and socio-linguistic literature: the over-emphasis on English language and English 

language text analysis (Cenni & Goethals, 2017; Smakman, 2015). Clearly, results and 

generalization that are based on English data should be confirmed, checked and refined by taking 

into account data from other language groups and communities (Cenni & Goethals, 2017): this is 

certainly a value added of this research. This issue is becoming an increasingly relevant issue in 

today’s digital platform dominated travel industry whereby online review platforms have to develop 

multilingual features and policies (see Hale, 2016; Lenihan, 2011; Goethals, 2016).  

 

3.2 Data  

In the next three subsections, we describe data collection, variable operationalization and data 

analysis. 

 

3.2.1 Data collection 

Data was collected from the Online Travel Agency Booking.com. Online travel reviews were 

scraped from the Online Travel Agency (OTA) Booking.com. The platform was chosen not only 

because it is extremely popular (it  covers 1,742,801 properties across 130,447 destinations in 227 

countries and territories worldwide and 1,5 million room nights are reserved on it every day 

(https://www.booking.com/content/about.en-gb.html), but also because it hosts the highest share of 

certified online reviews worldwide (Mariani & Borghi, 2018). Furthermore, it is often mentioned – 

together with Expedia - as a source to carry out multi-platform analyses on eWOM (Gao et al., 

2018; Xiang et al., 2017).     

One of the researchers developed a crawler in the Python programming language to collect 

online reviews of Muscovite hotels over the period February 2015 to February 2017. The crawler 

simulated an Internet user’s access to the hotels available for the destination and her browsing for 

all the details related to the property.  

Thus, we created two relational datasets: one including company level data and the other 

including reviews level data. At the company level, we scraped information including the name of 

the hotel, its street address, the overall rating, the hotel class and whether or not the hotel belongs to 

a chain. At the individual online review level, we collected all the data related to each individual 

review encompassing the timestamp, declared name of the reviewer, her/his country of 

origin/residence, the language in which the review was written, the number of reviews s/he wrote, 

the length of the hotel stay, the purpose of the trip (business or leisure), the travel companions 

(whether the travelers was travelling solo, in a couple, in group, with their family, etc.). We 
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therefore collected all of the aforementioned data over a 2 years window (February 2015 - February 

2017). They cover the overall population of hotels listed on Bookig.com in Moscow and Rome: 670 

with 657 of them displaying at least one review in Moscow (for a total of 387,812 reviews) and 857 

with 851 of them displaying at least one review in Rome (for a total of 603,987 reviews). However, 

as in this study we focus on the effect of domestic vs. non-domestic language, we retained only 

those reviews where text was available (and therefore language could be determined) totaling 

164,757 reviews for Moscow and 333,481 for Rome (for an overall total of 498,238 reviews). 

Overall, reviewers are from 92 countries in Moscow and from 101 countries in Rome.   

 

3.2.2 Variable operationalization 

Our dependent variable is the overall Booking.com rating of the hotel which varies from 2.5 to 10.0. 

Our focal independent variable is the language used to write the review that can be either domestic 

or non-domestic.  

In addition, we included control variables such as the reviewer’s experience in online 

reviewing (i.e., the number of reviews written by a specific reviewer) (RE), the purpose of the trip 

(leisure or business), the type of travelling group (solo, couple, etc.) as well as hotel class and chain. 

We also included an interaction effect (Domestic Interaction) to detect any possible moderating 

effects if the focal traveller is international and uses the domestic language of the destination where 

they are accommodated for reviewing purposes. 

The description of the variables is illustrated in the Table 1 below: 

 

Table 1 – Variables description  

Variable Description 

Domestic Language 

It is the language used to write the review. It is a dummy 

variable whose value is 1 if the language used to write the 

review is the domestic language of the country/destination 

where the hotel is located (i.e., Russian for Moscow or 

Italian for Rome) 

Domestic Interaction 

It is a dummy variable whose value is 1 if the focal traveller 

is international and uses the domestic language of the 

destination where they are accommodated for reviewing 

purposes (e.g., it equals 1 if a UK traveller reviews in 

Russian language after staying at a hotel located in Russia).    
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Rating  Online rating posted by a reviewer 

Reviewer Experience (RE)  

Value that represents the number of reviews written in the 

past by the reviewer (i.e., the reviewer’ online experience in 

writing online reviews) 

Observed Average Rating 

(Obs_Avg_Rat) 

Hotels’ review average rating as observed by the reviewing 

guest  

Length of Stay (LoS) Number of nights spent in the hotel by the reviewer 

 

The descriptive statistics for the relevant variables in the two destinations are summarized in Tables 

2.a and 2.b: 

 

Table 2.a – Descriptive statistics for the Moscow sample  

 
Mean SD %Yes Blau Index Min Max 

Domestic language   78.9% 0.33 0 1 

Domestic Interaction   4.8% 0.09 0 1 

Rating 8.02 1.79   2.5 10.0 

RE 9.66 14.68   1.0 312.0 

Log (RE) 1.52 1.21   0.0 5.74 

Obs_Avg_Rat 8.10 0.70   2.5 10.0 

LoS 2.30 1.96   1.0 36.0  

 

Table 2.b – Descriptive statistics for the Rome sample  

 
Mean SD %Yes Blau Index Min Max 

Domestic language   23.1% 0.35 0 1 

Domestic Interaction   0.7% 0.01 0 1 

Rating 8.06 1.70   2.5 10.0 

RE 8.13 11.85   1.0 312.0 

Log (RE) 1.45 1.12   0.0 5.74 

Obs_Avg_Rat 8.08 0.69   2.5 10.0 

LoS 2.85 1.61   1.0 28.0 

 

All of the variables display levels of skewness and kurtosis compatible with normal distributions 

given the sample size (as confirmed by the Jarque-Bera test and other nonparametric kernel density 

estimators), apart from the Reviewers’ experience that has been therefore log-transformed.  

Interestingly the Blau Index calculated on both the subsamples of reviews written in the domestic 

language by foreign guests (equalling 0.09 for Moscow and 0.01 for Rome), signals a high level of 
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intra-sample homogeneity and therefore implicitly supports the idea that the two destinations are 

different also with respect to the share of international guests speaking the domestic language.  

 

3.2.3 Data analysis 

Our main hypothesis was validated using multivariate ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions. 

OLS regressions are suitable when variables display multivariate normality, like in the case 

analysed. Our dependent variable, namely the Rating of a review (Rating) was regressed against the 

independent variables: domestic language, reviewer’s experience (RE) in writing review, observed 

average rating (Obs_Avg_Rat), the interaction between domestic language and foreign country of 

origin. We also considered control variables including travel type (weather business or leisure), 

hotel class, hotel chain, as well as type of travelling group (solo, family with children, group, etc.).  

 

4. Analysis and findings  

The results of the analyses are illustrated in Table 3:  

 

Table 3. Effect of language on online ratings 

 

 

Independent Variable 

Model 1  

(Moscow) 

Coefficient 

 

Std  

Error 

Model 2  

(Rome) 

        Coefficient 

 

Std 

Error 

Domestic language  0.186 **** 0.01 0.074 **** 0.007 

Domestic Interaction 0.082**** 0.019 -0.043 0.033 

Observed Avg Rating 1.013 **** 0.006 1.028 **** 0.004 

Log (RE) -0.015 **** 0.003 -0.015*  0.002 

Travel Type (Business) -0.327 **** 0.01 -0.339 **** 0.01 

Comp_Family 0.128 **** 0.013 0.008* 0.007 

Comp_Group 0.164 **** 0.015 0.110 **** 0.008 

Comp_People with friends 0.280 **** 0.066 0.137 *** 0.046 

Solo_Traveller 0.069 **** 0.011 0.054 **** 0.009 

Constant -0.295 **** 0.053 -0.242 **** 0.043 

Company Controls     

Star rating YES  YES  

Chain YES  YES  

R2 0.1779  0.1863  

Adjusted R2  0.1778  0.1863  

N 164,757  333,481  

No. Hotels 651  851  

Notes: *p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01; ****p<0.001  

 

Table 3 shows that the coefficient for the use (and knowledge) of the providers’ language by the 

hotel guests appear to exert a significantly positive effect (p<0.001) on online review ratings in both 

the destinations analyzed. Therefore, our hypothesis is supported. This finding seems to indicate 
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that the use of a common language constitutes a sound basis for effective communication between 

hotel service providers and customers (Holmqvist & Grönroos, 2012), preventing from 

misunderstandings and communication breakdowns (Holmqvist et al., 2017; Manzur & Jogaratnam, 

2007). More importantly, language used to write reviews appears to positively influence eWOM in 

general thus contributing to a partial answer to the research question developed by Holmqvist and 

Grönroos (2012) on the relationship between language and WOM. More specifically, we show not 

only that language can affect the online customer ratings but also that domestic language - 

regardless of the destination, type of destination (leisure or business) and country where the 

destination is located - affects positively online ratings.  

Overall, the analysis of the focal independent variable suggests that in the different contexts 

under analysis it is the language used after (and presumably also during) the hotel service encounter 

that makes a difference for online ratings and thus for online customer satisfaction. Interestingly the 

finding is robust across the two destinations analyzed and seems to be valid regardless of the type of 

destination (business vs. leisure), the destination’s share of international visitors, and the country 

where the hotel is located.   

When we study the interaction effect of the focal independent variable and the presence of 

foreign tourists thus focusing on the subsample of foreign tourists that also speak the domestic 

language, our results differ slightly among the two destinations: in Moscow the presence of foreign 

tourists speaking Russian reinforces significantly (p<0.001) the positive effect of domestic language 

on online hotel ratings while in Rome the presence of foreign tourists speaking Italian does not 

moderate significantly the positive effect of domestic language on online hotel ratings. Therefore, 

also the relative share of foreign tourists speaking the domestic language of the destination visited 

does not modify the hypothesized positive relationship between domestic language and online hotel 

ratings.      

As far as the reviewer-level control variables are concerned, reviewer’s experience in online 

reviewing is negative and significant (p<0.001) in Moscow and in Rome (p<0.10). As the 

experience in online reviewing is to a certain extent related also to the experience in travelling, this 

finding seems to show that experience has a negative impact on reviewer’s online ratings.  

Reviewers travelling for business tend to give low ratings (the coefficient is negative and 

p<0.001) and those travelling in company (with family, with friends or in groups) tend to give high 

ratings as the coefficients are significantly positive.  

As far as the review-level control variables are concerned, the effect of the observed average 

rating is positive and significant (p<0.001). This finding is consistent with research proving that 
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reviewers’ ratings are affected by social dynamics (Gao et al., 2017; Ma et al., 2013). Finally, we 

have controlled our results for the hotel related variables such as chain and hotel class.  

 

5. Implications 

Based on a large dataset including almost half a million hotel reviews covering the most visited 

destination city in Russia (i.e., Moscow) and Italy (i.e., Rome), this study has captured if and to 

what extent the use of domestic language by consumers affects consumers’ online rating behaviors. 

More specifically, we have examined the effect of language used for reviewing purposes on online 

consumer behaviors after the hospitality service encounters.    

Two key findings emerge from the analysis. First, the use (and knowledge) of hotel services 

providers’ language by hotel guests impacts in a significantly positive way online review ratings. 

This finding appears in line with the most recent services marketing research emphasizing that 

language plays a crucial role before, during and after services encounters (Holmqvist & Grönroos, 

2012; Holmqvist et al., 2017) and suggests that after hospitality services encounters it generates 

positive eWOM. Secondly, the reviewers’ experience in online reviewing affects significantly the 

online ratings the reason being that experience in writing reviews is a good proxy of experience in 

travelling and therefore it is compatible with previous results showing that experience travelling 

exerts a negative impact on online ratings (Gao et al., 2018).  

Overall, our findings provide a comprehensive appreciation of how cultural differences 

across countries – measured in terms of language gap between hotel service providers and 

consumers – can impact the online ratings behavior of online customers. 

 

 

5.1 Theoretical contributions  

This study contributes to the hospitality and tourism management literature in multiple ways. First, 

to the best of our knowledge, this is the first research addressing how the language discrepancy 

between hotel service providers and customers affects online customer behavior after hospitality 

service encounters. Accordingly, this study not only addresses a relevant unanswered research 

question within services marketing research (Holmqvist & Grönroos, 2012) but is also innovatively 

enriches our understanding of the role of language in online consumer behaviors within hospitality 

services contexts, thus enriching extant hospitality management literature in online settings focusing 

on basic segmentations by language (e.g., Liu et al., 2017; Schuckert et al., 2015).   

Second, the findings of the study demonstrate comprehensively that the language used 

(domestic vs. non-domestic) makes a difference in online consumer behaviors after intercultural 
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hospitality service encounters. This complements research conducted recently on the use of 

intercultural communication accommodation in hospitality service encounters (Wang et al., 2015) 

even though more research is needed to understand if the reviewing language is also the language 

that was presumably used during the hospitality service encounter.     

Last, this study contributes to the marketing and consumer behavior literature by assessing 

the impact of online reviewers’ personal behavioral patterns and experience (i.e., experience in 

online reviewing) and language discrepancy between hotel services providers and consumers on 

online consumer behaviors by leveraging a comparative study covering multiple destinations. The 

findings hold across different destinations regardless of the type of destination (prevalently leisure 

vs. prevalently business), the share of domestic tourists received by hotels located in the destination, 

and the country where the hotels are located. 

 

5.2 Practical implications  

A number of practical implications stem from this study, including implications for hotel  

practitioners and managers, software developers and web administrators of online review platforms, 

and (online) customers of hotel services.   

As domestic language positively influences the online review ratings in both the 

observed research settings, hotel managers and practitioners in both Moscow and Rome should pay 

attention to language as a key factor in their marketing strategies and tactics as it affects online 

customer satisfaction. Especially in Rome, since the minority of hotel guests use the domestic 

language, hotel management should be properly equipped to operate in a multi-lingual environment, 

regardless of the size and location of the hotel and whether the hotel is part or not of a chain. Hotel 

managers should use language as a key segmentation variable as this might be conducive to highly 

effective hospitality service encounters. Therefore they could implement different marketing and 

communication strategies and tactics to accommodate different language preferences. More 

specifically this could entail: developing an online presence (for instance through the hotel website) 

in a multi-lingual fashion, recruiting experienced multi-lingual staff and recording what language 

the guest has used during the reservation or upon arrival during the check-in to arrange for shifts of 

the hotel employees who can speak the indicated language. Hotel managers might tailor their 

communication before, during and after a hospitality service encounter based on the specific 

preferred language of their customers. More specifically, recording the preferred language of a 

guest into the company database might generate instantaneously knowledge about the customer 

allowing the hotel to minimize communication gaps (Holmqvist & Gronroos, 2012) and 
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misunderstandings with the guests during their stay. The sooner the managers get to know the 

preferred language of the guest, the sooner they might instruct contact personnel.  

In the Muscovite setting, hotel managers should gain an awareness that Russian 

speaking guests constitute a mass segment, while non-Russian speaking guests represent a niche 

segment. Therefore, hotels might tailor their communication strategies and tactics differently based 

on language and their searched positioning. For instance, for small and medium sized independent 

hotels located in less attractive areas of Moscow, it could be reasonable to rationalize costs for 

multi-lingual materials and staff. Certainly a different positioning choice might bring small 

boutique hotels located in the center or close to the Red Square to focus only on the niche market of 

non-Russian speaking guests visiting Moscow for leisure. Big hotels (whether or not part of hotel 

chains) instead should certainly differentiate their communication strategies and follow a more 

multifaceted approach to facilitate guest satisfaction, but keeping in mind that huge investments in 

differentiating their communication strategies might not necessarily create the value expected. 

Given that the country of residence of the guest can be typically identified through the reservation, 

hotel managers could provide directives and arrange for shifts of reception personnel to make sure 

that guests from non-Russian speaking countries might be welcomed by personnel able at least to 

speak English.  

In both the settings, when a reservation is made online, it is possible for the hotel managers to track 

the country of residence of the upcoming guest, but not necessarily to know in advance the guest 

preferred language, unless the customer writes for a special enquiry through the reservation 

platform or by email. This might pose issues if a hotel is in shortage of multi-lingual personnel. 

Within both destinations, hotel managers could increasingly juxtapose traditional survey-based 

methods of evaluating service quality such as SERVQUAL (Parasuraman, et al., 1988) and 

SERVPERF (Cronin & Taylor, 1992) questionnaires to Net Promoter Scores (Reichheld, 2003) and 

other recent techniques leveraging high volumes of data generated by online review platforms. 

Accordingly, it would be advisable for them to triangulate the assessment of hotel service quality 

from traditional surveys relying on small data with the evaluation of hotel service quality from 

analytics relying on big data (Li et al., 2018) generated by online review sites.  

 

Software developers and web administrators who operate OTAs and hospitality related web 

resources with built-in online review platforms will also benefit from the findings of this study 

because they increasingly deal with multilingual user generated content and search requests in many 

languages (Cenni & Goethals, 2017). Online users want to browse and read information about a 

hospitality product in their preferred language, typically their mother tongue (Sun, 2001). Online 
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travel platforms already invest heavily in multilingual solutions to meet the aforementioned need 

(Goethals, 2016) but probably they should increase their investments in the awareness that 

multilingual capabilities are currently taken for granted as a default feature. Hotel booking portals 

that will offer the best multilingual support will be able to reduce users’ bounce rates, increase 

unique user session time, improve click-through rates, and ultimately enhance conversions and 

reservations. A few practical implications are derived for software developers and web 

administrators of online review platforms. First, in relation to usability, software developers and 

platform managers should make sure that language could be among the first criteria provided to 

users to view, read, browse and filter the hotel reviews online. As modern software can detect the 

location of the user based on the IP address, the highest amount of information should be made 

available to online customers in the main language spoken in the location they access the Internet 

from. While this has become a standard for Internet, many countries unite territories where different 

languages are spoken along with an official country language (for instance, there are 174 languages 

spoken in Russia alone). Certainly web site management could implement more advanced 

multilingual support for their online services if they plan to develop a global marketing strategy. 

Deeper localization and adaptation of the web services with an introduction of additional languages 

spoken within the same country may lead to increased online sales. Secondly, there is an obvious 

benefit when online reviews are written in the user’s language and the same language is used in the 

platform interface. Such advantage is offered by both Tripadvisor and Booking.com that have 

enhanced their webpages to ensure that users accessing the website from a specific country can read 

the reviews written in their language right away. Third, increasingly platforms should make sure to 

develop functionalities allowing users from the same language to view each other reviews as this 

has been found to increase review usefulness (Liu & Park, 2015). Fourth, platforms should 

increasingly encourage communication between different language groups by offering automatic 

translations of the hotel review text (Cenni & Goethals, 2017) such as those provided by 

Tripadvisor. Relatedly, several Internet browsers (e.g. Google Chrome) automatically suggest 

translations when they detect the default language used by the device user. While the quality of 

automated translation is gradually improving thanks to advanced machine learning algorithms, still 

there is much to be done. Once website developers will have improved the translation function, they 

will be capable to promote closer interaction between domestic and foreign reviewers, as well as 

visitors speaking different languages, thus reducing information asymmetry and contributing to a 

more accurate and nuanced picture of the hospitality service being evaluated. Fifth, there is a 

possibility that frequent travelers access the platform from a country different from their resident 

country. In this case, tracking the IP address would not be enough for the platform to segment 
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consumers, but additional mechanisms should be developed to ensure that the user could see first 

the review in her/his own language by default.  One of such mechanisms could be a user-responsive 

user interface that can adapt to the default language of the device operating system or the preferred 

language saved in the browser memory.  

  

Regarding the implications for hotel customers, the facilitation of interaction between users 

of the same language group(s) provided by the dominant online review platform Tripadvisor and the 

OTA Booking.com might be relevant for customers, as they tend to have more confidence in 

experienced reviewers with whom they find some degree of commonality and closeness (Vásquez, 

2014) and that seem to share similar perceived cultural in-group identities (Giles et al., 2013). 

Second, a search filtering option based on nationality/country of origin may be an improvement 

opportunity as there is an assumption that consumers from a certain country of origin presumably 

will use its main official language. Booking.com currently offers this feature when users browse 

hotel online reviews but advancement could be possible in this area. Third, the increasing 

improvements in multilingual web design and technology will certainly help consumers belonging 

to different language group(s) to gain insights from online reviews shared by domestic tourists that 

might be more knowledgeable about the hotel (and destination). This might translate into 

availability to the customer of better information about the hotel service (and its attributes) prior to 

the reservation, that could be conducive to the formation of realistic expectations. 

 

6. Conclusions and limitations  

Our study contributes to the recent yet increasing research stream on cultural factors affecting 

eWOM in the hospitality and tourism sector and more specifically the literature related to the 

impact of language on eWOM (Schuckert et al., 2015), and offers insights on the role of language in 

online ratings and online rating behaviors.  

First, by leveraging a large sample of almost half a million customer reviews related to hotels 

located in Moscow (Russia) and Rome (Italy), we find a positive correlation between the domestic 

language group members’ reviews (i.e., the group of reviewers using the same language as the 

hospitality service providers) and the online hotel ratings. These findings address the research 

question of the impact of language on service evaluation and the impact of language on WOM after 

hospitality service encounters (Holqvist & Grönroos, 2012; Holmqvist et al., 2017) with an 

extension to online settings. Secondly, the study further enriches and extends the findings of a 

recent study looking specifically at language in online settings (Schuckert et al., 2015). 

Accordingly, we are able to generalize findings related to the effect of consumers’ used language on 
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hotel service evaluation by leveraging on the big data extracted from online reviews (Li et al., 

2018). The findings of the study demonstrate comprehensively that the language used makes a 

difference in online consumer behavior after services encounters and this holds across different 

destinations regardless of the type of destination (prevalently leisure vs. prevalently business), the 

share of domestic tourists received by hotels located in the destination, and the country where the 

hotels are located. Last, this study contributes to the marketing and consumer behavior literature by 

assessing conjointly the impact of online reviewers’ personal behavioral patterns and experience 

(experience in online reviewing) and language discrepancy between hotel services providers and 

consumers on online consumer behaviors.    

While the analysis provides a rich set of implications for hospitality practitioners and 

managers, developers of online travel review platforms, and customers of hotel services, it is not 

without limitations. First, additional reviewer-level variables (such as age and gender) might be 

included in the model as controls or moderators to understand to what extent they can affect the 

impact of language discrepancy between hotel service providers and consumers on online ratings.  

Second, it might be interesting to understand if and to what extent the use of domestic vs. non 

domestic language interacts with the style (use of literal vs. figurative language) that has been found 

to affect consumer attitudes and purchasing intentions (Wu et al., 2017) and might potentially 

influence also online consumer behaviour. Last, it would be interesting to check our findings and 

compare them across different online review platforms to generate further insights on online review 

behavior and better understand if strategies facilitating communication and reading across different 

language groups (multi-lingual strategies) are more, less or equally effective than strategies based 

on the use of translation mechanisms.  
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