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In the 11 years since J.D. Power and Associates started issuing its annual North America Hotel Guest Satisfaction Study, it’s become an important sales and marketing strategy for many hotel brands. Those brands achieving top marks in their respective categories utilize the scores to tout the flag’s accomplishments to owners, developers and guests as a point of differentiation from the competition. 

In fact, this year’s winners – announced just two weeks ago – have already started crowing to the press and consumers about their hard earned accomplishments. And rightfully so; it’s a pretty strong testament to a quality of a brand when you realize that winners were selected after 47,634 randomly chosen guests who stayed in a hotel between May 2006 to June 2007 and were willing to participate in an exhaustive survey. Hoteliers are also able to use the survey results to identify important issues to their brand’s guests and make improvements based on the customer.

Incidentally, this year’s winners were: The Ritz-Carlton in the luxury segment; Embassy Suites Hotels in the upscale segment, Hilton Garden Inn in mid-scale full service; Drury Inn & Suites in mid-scale select service; Microtel Inns & Suites in the economy/budget category and Homewood Suites in extended stay.

So how exactly does J.D. Power and Associates come up with these winners anyway? Recently Hotel Interactive spoke with Linda Hirneise, J.D. Power’s Executive director, global travel practice who took the time to demystify the process. 

“We look at guest satisfaction across the entire guest experience, from reservation through check-out,” she said. The company requires a minimum of 100 people reporting their experiences, but Hirneise said most brands get between 600 or 700 surveys. Some hotel brands such as Marriott may have upwards of 2,000 because of their familiarity of the brand to travelers coupled with widespread property distribution. 

According to Hirneise, the company asks multiple questions on about 40 key drivers of satisfaction. Some drivers such as food and beverage may not be applicable to all brands. Travelers are queried on the check in process for example. They’re asked questions focusing on the speed and ease of check in, courteousness of the front desk and other personnel encountered, clarity of billing and how knowledgeable the staff was on the property and its locale. 

Other drivers of satisfaction that are rated by the traveler on a scale of 1 to 10 are items such finishings and décor, comfort of the bed, ability to control the room temperature, the overall quality of the experience and more. 

“We have the ability to identify what is really important to the guest,” said Hirneise, adding both business travelers and leisure guests are looking for the comforts of home. Interestingly, for the most part both guest categories are fundamentally looking for the same thing. 

According to Hirneise, the top five amenities in order of importance for the business guests are: High-speed internet access; wireless internet access (new to this year’s list); complimentary breakfast (including a widespread desire to see this amenity in the upper segments); a 27” or larger television; and a pillow top mattress. 

Flat panels, which are starting to be included in many more standards hotel rooms, are not yet registering as important to the guest. “I would expect flat panel and plasma will be driven as more brands put them in. It will become a price of entry, but not yet.

Top amenities for leisure travelers are: complimentary breakfast; a 27” or larger television; in-room coffee/ tea maker, high-speed internet access; and pillow top mattress.

The speed of the internet connection is also critical to guests and is expected to become an issue of growing concern during the next few years,” said Hirneise.

Additionally, this year’s study noted that issues with staff attitude and staff service are among the most frequently reported problems by hotel guests, particularly by luxury hotel guests. More than one in five guests reported a service issue, which was the most frequently mentioned problem among luxury hotel guests who say they experienced a significant problem during their stay. 

“With the hotel industry rapidly approaching product and price parity, the key differentiator between a good hotel experience and a truly outstanding experience is the quality of service delivered by the hotel staff,” said Hirneise. “Staff-related problems are controllable, and significant problems with staff make it difficult, if not impossible, to deliver great service and high levels of satisfaction. Hotels have dedicated tremendous resources for renovations and improvements of their properties in efforts to improve satisfaction, but all of this may be for naught if service excellence is remiss.” 

Both Hilton Garden Inn and Microtel Inns & Suites managed to pull in the highest ranking for their respective categories for the sixth consecutive year. And Hilton Hotels Corp, had three of the sex highest ranked brands as Hilton Garden Inn, Embassy Suites Hotels and Homewood Suites won their respective categories. 
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Glenn Haussman, Hotel Interactive's Editor In Chief, has been specializing in the hospitality industry for more than 10 years. He often speaks at lodging industry events, is quoted frequently as an expert source by newspapers and is an adjunct professor at New York University. 
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