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Achieving service recovery through responding
to negativeonline reviews

Abstract

The beginning of the 21st century witnesses a trend for business and
leisure travelers to make accommodation decisions by referring to online
reviews of hotel accommodation services and thehotel management’s
responses to such reviews. The responses, termed review response genre
in this study, have since attracted considerable research attention. The
purpose of this article is twofold. First, it aims to identify the moves
present in the review response genre; second, it aimsto explore how the
hotel management attempts to achieve service recovery with the moves
of the genre. A total of three obligatory moves are identified:
Acknowledging Problem, Expressing Feeling and Thanking Reviewer.
The findings will have significant implications for the hospitality and
wider service industry practitioners responsible for handling negative
online reviews.
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Introduction

Recently, there has been a growing interest in exploring the impact of
travel-related online platforms on the business of the hospitality industry
worldwide (e.g. O’Connor, 2010; Papathanassis and Knolle, 2011;
Smyth et al., 2010). The platform provides a channel through which
travelers can rate the hotel accommodation services they have used from
excellent through average to terrible (or on the ‘star-scale’ from 5-star to
1-star) and write reviews about such services. The reviews posted on the
platforms are important to both prospective travelers (those who plan
their trips using the informationshared on the platform) and hotels in that
the former needs to rely on the reviews written




by those who have used the services which are intangible in nature
(Sparks and Bradley,2014), and the latter may have their reputation and
business affected either way by the reviews which may be positive
(containing praises and appreciation) or negative (con- taining criticisms
and complaints) (Murphy et al., 2007). Negative reviews are consid-
ered more influential than positive ones (Vermeulen and Seegers, 2009)
for their highercredibility (Kusumasondjaja et al., 2012). It has therefore
been suggested that the hotel management should give each negative
review a timely and effective response (Chan and Guillet, 2011; Zheng
et al., 2009) to achieve service recovery, that is, to increase customer
confidence and satisfaction, and their intention to repurchase the
accommoda-tion services (Fornell et al., 1996; Spreng et al., 1995).

Previous studies of the hotel management’s responses to negative
online reviews haveattempted to identify the components of the
responses (e.g. Davidow, 2003; Sparks andBradley, 2014) and the
effectiveness of the responses in achieving service recovery (e.g.Levy et
al., 2013; Sparks and Fredline, 2007). The hotels involved in the
research were based in different countries and belonged to different
rating categories — from 1-star to 5-star. This research, despite its
robustness and considerable width and depth, has left some important
aspects of this increasingly important genre, termed review response
genre in this article, unaccounted for. These aspects include the move
structure, the lexi-cogrammatical features of the clauses making up the
moves, the discursive resources which can function to enhance the
effectiveness of the attempts at service recovery and the possible cultural
specificity of the genre in regard to the preceding three aspects. The
primary aim of this study is to interrogate the move structure of the genre.
The study alsoattempts to explore how the lexicogrammatical features of
the moves contribute to achieving the genre’s communicative goal —
service recovery. The study will be of prac-tical significance to the
hospitality and the wider service industry in two ways. First, it can make
available a structural framework to which practitioners of the industry
can refer while constructing the genre. Second, the practitioners will be
able to exploit the functions of the moves and the genre to achieve the
organizational communicative goals.

Genre and genre analysis research

Different definitions of genre have been proposed. Martin (1984) from
the Sydney School of genre analysis defined genre as ‘a staged, goal-
oriented, purposeful activity inwhich speakers engage as members of our



culture’ (p. 25). This definition was echoed byMartin et al. (1987). Their
definition emphasized three characteristics of genre: (1) it enables the
genre producer to get things done — goal-oriented, purposeful; (2) it
requiresthe genre producer to go through a few steps to reach the goal —
staged; and (3) it is a social process in which the genre producer is
interacting with other members of a com- munity — speakers engage as
members of our culture. Bhatia (1993) and Swales (1990) from the
English for Specific Purposes field emphasized that each genre has a
typical move structure and serves a communicative purpose. These two
key attributes were laterquestioned by Askehave and Swales (2001) and
Swales (2004) who argued that a singlegenre might serve multiple
purposes depending on the producer and consumer of the genre and that
even texts belonging to the same genre having similar move structure
could serve vastly different communicative purposes. Finally, the area of
rhetorical genre studies emphasized social action in their definition of
genre. Miller (1984), Bazerman (1994) and Berkenhotter and Huckin
(1995) defined genre in terms of typification of rhetorical action,
maintaining that a genre might take a typical form and typical content,
and perform a typical action.

Despite different emphases of the various definitions, genre basically
can be regardedas having some generally agreed upon attributes (Bhatia,
2004: 23). The attributes that are most relevant to this study are listed
below:

1. Genres are recognizable communicative events with a set of
communicative pur-poses identified and mutually understood by
the members of the professional community in which they
regularly occur;

2. Genres have a highly conventionalized structure which constrains
not only the form they can take but also the lexicogrammatical
resources that can be used to achieve their communicative
purposes;

3. Experienced members of a professional community possess more
knowledge of the genres the community use and are thus more
capable of exploiting the genericresources in achieving various
purposes, both organizational and private, than those new,
inexperienced members and outsiders.

Attribute 1 is relevant as it concerns professionals and their professional
community — the practitioners of the hospitality industry/profession;
attribute 2 is relevant as this study focuses on the move structure of the
review response genre; and the relevance of attribute 3 stems from the



fact that the study will reveal how the experienced members ofthe
hospitality industry make use of their knowledge of the review response
genre to achieve various organizational purposes and will thus allow less
experienced practition-ers to learn to exploit the generic resources. In
view of the attributes, the aims and focusof this study, and thus the
relevancy of the attributes to the study, I will adopt Bhatia’s (2004)
definition of genre in this article:

Genre essentially refers to language use in a conventionalized
communicative setting in order to give expression to a specific set of
communicative goals of a disciplinary or social institution,which give
rise to stable structural forms by imposing constrains on the use of
lexico-grammatical as well as discoursal resources. (p. 23)

Drawing upon Genre Theory of the English for Specific Purposes
approach, research-ers have analyzed the ‘stable structural forms’, ‘the
use of lexico-grammatical as well asdiscoursal resources’ and
communicative purposes of various genres. Research focusingon the
‘stable structural forms’, that is, the move structure, of genres has
probably stud-ied academic research articles most extensively (e.g.
Basturkmen, 2009; Loi and Evans,2010; Lorés, 2004; Peacock, 2002).
Another genre that has also gained considerable research attention is the
business genre (e.g. Ho, 2014; Vergaro, 2004; Yeung, 2007). The
promotional genre and its ‘colonies’ (Bhatia, 2004: 57) have also been
researched exten-sively (e.g. Labrador et al., 2014; Zhou, 2012).

Genre analysis research has also explored ‘the use of
lexicogrammatical as well as discoursal resources’ of various genres. For
example, Yang (2015) analyzed a corpus of the ‘Calls for papers’ (CFPs)
genre and concluded that this genre shows some character-istic use of
tense, voice and hedging. First, the present and the future were the two
mostfrequently used tenses in the CFPs. Second, the active instead of the
passive was the preferred voice in CFPs. Finally, hedging was used not
to demonstrate uncertainty or politeness, but to address ‘a sense of
caution and responsibility’ (Yang, 2015: 47). Labrador et al. (2014)
studied the persuasive language used in a promotional genre and online
advertisements and found that writers of the genre used mainly two
strategies in making persuasive attempts: using an informal style and
making positive evaluation. Themaking of positive evaluation was also
reported in another study focusing on the promo-tional genre —
advertorials (Zhou, 2012). A study of the business report genre found
thatthe report writers created ‘an impression of professionalism and
objectivity’ with nomi-nalization, expressions contributing to the



formation of rational arguments and imper- sonality, evaluative language
and tones (Yeung, 2007: 166).

Unquestionably, research has also demonstrated how professionals
achieved their various communicative purposes with genres in their
workplace. For example, teachers,business personnel and computer
programmers could get their professional colleagues toperform an act
with request e-mails (Ho, 2011, 2014), marketing professionals could
persuade potential customers to purchase a product or a service with
sales promotion letters (Vergaro, 2004) and academics could disseminate
research findings and establishacademic credentials with research
articles (Lin and Evans, 2012).

Research into the review response genre

As mentioned briefly in the ‘Introduction’ section, research into the
review response genre has mainly investigated the components of the
genre and its effectiveness in achieving service recovery. I will first
review literature on the generic components beforediscussing the
effectiveness of the genre in recovering service.

Some research focused on the moves and features of the genre.
Davidow (2003) iden-tified six organizational response features:
timeliness, facilitation, redress, apology, credibility and attentiveness.
Levy et al. (2013) proposed a structure comprising eight moves: active
follow-up, apology, appreciation, compensation, correction, explanation,
passive follow-up and a request for future patronage. In a more recent
study, Sparks andBradley (2014) introduced a ‘triple A’ typology putting
the moves of the genre into threecategories: (1) Acknowledgement:
thank, appreciate, apologize, recognize, admit, accept, dismiss; (2)
Account: excuse, justify, reframe, penitential, denial; and (3) Action:
investigate, referral, rectify, policy, training, direct contact, compensate
(p. 5). This research, however, could have also attended to two key
features of the move structure ofthe genre, namely, which of these moves
are obligatory and which are optional, and in what sequence these moves
should be presented. This leads to the first research questionof this study:

1. What is the move structure of the review response genre in terms
of the obliga- tory and optional moves present and the sequence in
which the obligatory movesare presented?



The other focus of previous research is the effectiveness of the review
response genrein service recovery. Yavas et al. (2004) administered a
questionnaire survey in Cypress and found that while making an apology
could pacify angry customers, offering an explanation could reduce the
likelihood of customers’ switching of service providers andincrease
customers’ satisfaction and repurchase intention. The desirable function
of explanation has also been reported in another study involving hotel
customers in Australia. It was found that in all cases of service failures,
the provision of an explana- tion would lead to higher customer
satisfaction and loyalty, and less negative perceptionof the hotel (Sparks
and Fredline, 2007). Levy et al. (2013) analyzed the review response
genre written by hotels in the United States. They found that the use of
appreciation andapology would result in a hotel being rated highly by
online reviewers. These high-per- forming hotels were also found to
offer an explanation for the problems. This research then indicates that
the moves that are effective in achieving service recovery include mainly
explanation, apology and appreciation. This leads to the second research
questionof this study:

2a. How do the explanation, apology and appreciation moves achieve
servicerecovery?

2b. What and how other moves of the review response genre may
contribute to ser-vice recovery?

To answer research question 2, I will draw upon the construct of
rapport and its man-agement (Spencer-Oatey, 2008) and show that the
moves can achieve service recovery by enhancing the rapport between
the hotel management and the dissatisfied reviewers. The discourse of
the moves will be analyzed with systemic functional grammar — the
focus will be on the ideational metafunction of language (the inclusion
of agent and choice of process) and interpersonal metafunction of
language (the use of evaluative language) (Halliday and Matthiessen,
2004; Martin and White, 2005).

Attempts will also be made to explain the observed discourse features
from a contex-tual perspective to which I find it useful to give some
substance here before describing the research methods. Context,
according to Van Dijk (2006, 2008, 2009), refers to the communication
participant’s subjective interpretation of the relevant properties of the
communicative environment. Such properties include generally the
setting (space; time), participants (communicative roles; social roles



types, membership or identities; relationsbetween participants; shared
and social knowledge and beliefs; intentions and goals) and
communicative and other actions/events. It follows that context is the
subjective mentalmodel, also termed ‘context model’ (Van Dijk, 2008:
16), of a communicative situationand is thus sociocognitive in nature. It
is such context model, but not the objective prop-erties present in a
communicative situation, that controls the production and comprehen-
sion of discourse (Van Dijk, 2008: 16). I will explain in the ‘Results and
discussion’ section, where appropriate, the relevancy of the following
properties to the communica-tive situation and the possible ways such
contextual properties have contributed to the observed discourse features
of the genre:

Setting: Time — the need for the hotel management to give
immediate responses;Space — an online environment frequented by
(potential) travelers;

Participants: Role and Identity; Beliefs, Goals.

Methods

This study collected data from TripAdvisor as it is the largest and most
popular online review channel for travel accommodation (Levy et al.,
2013; O’Connor, 2010; Vasquez,2011). Being exploratory in nature, it
concentrated on the responses given by twenty 5-star hotels in five of the
most popular tourist destinations in Asia — Beijing, Hong Kong, Seoul,
Singapore and Tokyo. Asian cities were chosen as they have so far been
ignored in previous studies. To conduct an in-depth qualitative analysis of
the data, I onlycollected the first up to 15 responses of each TripAdvisor
rating category for the first four5-star hotels displayed on the
TripAdvisor webpage for each of the five destinations (some hotels
received less than 15 reviews for each rating category). There are five
ratingcategories — Excellent, Very good, Average, Poor and Terrible. A
close reading of the customers’ reviews showed that only those
belonging to the Average, Poor and Terriblerating categories contained
negative comments. So, only those responses to the reviewsof these
three rating categories formed the data. The total number of responses
constitut-ing the data then amounted to 412 (215 Average, 108 Poor and
89 Terrible), and the totalnumber of words was 54,080, giving an
average length of 131 words per response.

The study drew upon Genre Theory for its main analysis and adopted
Biber et al.’s (2007) definition of moves, which is ‘a section of a text that



performs a specific com- municative function’ (p. 23). To identify the
‘specific communicative function’ per- formed by ‘a section of a text’,
and thus the move, a content analysis of the responses was conducted
using NVivol0. Two levels of coding were conducted. Level 1 was
aimed at ‘reducing or simplifying the data’ (Dornyei, 2007: 250) by
identifying all the moves present and their communicative functions. The
moves were then labeled in sucha way that they would indicate the
communicative functions they served. Level 2 was aimed at further
simplifying the data through replacing the ‘initial, usually descriptive
and low-inference codes’ identified at level 1 by ‘higher-order pattern
codes’ (Dornyei, 2007: 251). Such replacement was achieved by putting
into the same group those level ] moves whose communicative
functions actually served to achieve one which was ofa higher order.
The newly formed group would then be identified as a mega-move and
labeled to reflect and indicate its higher order communicative function.
Let me illustratewith an example here. Two of the level 1 moves

identified in this study was Rectify and Apologize.l Rectify served to
describe the action taken, being taken or would be taken by the hotel
management to address the problems raised in the negative reviews, and
Apologize served to, as the name of the move suggests, make an apology
to the reviewerfor the problems or the unpleasantness caused by the
problems. The hotel management would not have used either of these
moves if they did not agree that there had been a problem. In other
words, they acknowledged that the problem raised had existed. The
communicative functions of these two moves then served to achieve a
‘higher-order’ one, which was to show the reviewer that the hotel
management acknowledged the



Table 1. Moves and their communicative functions.

Moves and communicative functions Sub-moves

Acknowledging Problem reviewer

To show the reviewer that the
hotel management agree that
problem mentionedin the review
exists

Continuing Relationship

To encourage the reviewer to
maintain, orfurther develop, the
current relationship with the
hotel

Denying Problem

To show the reviewer that the
hotel management does not agree
with his or herevaluation

Expressing Feeling

To let the reviewer know how
the hotel management feels
about the comments thereviewer
gives

Greeting

To draw the reviewer’s
attention byexplicitly
addressing him or her
Recognizing Reviewer’s
Value

To emphasize that the hotel
values the reviewer’s customs,
respects the reviewer,and see
the reviews as important
Self-Promoting@

To establish the hotel as a
popular and well-liked travel
accommodation provider

Thanking Reviewer
To show the hotel
management’s gratitudeto the



Empathize; Rectify; Negative Feeling;
Apologize; Indicate Expressing Wish
Awareness of Problem;

Explain Cause of Nil

Problem;

Show Understanding of

Reviewer’sSituation Nil

Encourage Future Private
Contact;Encourage Future
Visit

Echo or Consolidate
Reviewer’sPositive

Challenge Reviewer’s Comment;

Decision; Frame Problem As Mention Hotel’s Practice,
Isolated Incident; Rebut; Facility orPlan

Suggest or Recommend; Thank the Reviewer for
Highlight Hotel’s Facility or (Detailed)

Service; Emphasize Hotel’s Sharing/Positive

Practice or MissionExpressing Feedback/Stay or
Positive Feeling; Expressing Patronage

aSelf-Promoting and Denying Problem contain very similar sub-moves
— mention hotel’s practices, facilities or plans; emphasize hotel’s
practices or mission; highlight hotel’s facilities or services. A discourse
categorized as Self-Promoting describes the hotel’s practices, facilities
or plans without any attempt to counter the reviewer’s evaluation,
whereas a discourse unit categorized as Denying Problem does so in an
attemptto counter the reviewer’s negative evaluation.

existence of the problem mentioned in the review. The two moves were
then put togetherand labeled as Acknowledging Problem. The ‘higher-
order’ moves resulting from level 2 coding were then regarded the
moves of the genre and those resulting from level 1 coding the sub-
moves (see Table 1).

In total, 40 responses (i.e. around 10%) were chosen randomly and
read by the authorand another linguist together to identify and agree on
the moves present in the genre. Therest of the data were then read,
analyzed and coded individually by the same two raters.



The final results of the individual analyses were compared and
discrepancies were rec- onciled through discussion.

The discourse of the moves identified was then analyzed by drawing
upon systemic functional grammar. The choice of agent and process type
was revealed with reference tothe ideational metafiction (Halliday and
Matthiessen, 2004), and the use of evaluative lan-guage items was
identified with reference to Appraisal Theory (Martin and White, 2005).

An interview with an experienced practitioner of the hospitality
industry — a general manager working in a 5-star hotel in China
personally responsible for writing the reviewresponse genre — was
conducted in order to explore the move structure and the functionsof the
moves and genre by accessing an insider perspective.

Results and discussion
Obligatory and optional moves

The NVivol0 analysis showed that the genre comprised eight moves
which could be broken down into a total of 22 sub-moves whose
communicative functions were reflectedby the names assigned. These
moves and a brief description of their respective commu-nicative
functions, as well as the sub-moves, are shown in Table 1.

A screenshot of the NVivol0 analysis showing the moves and their
respective sub- moves, the frequency of use of these sub-moves (under
the References column) and thenumber of responses containing such
sub-moves (under the Sources column) for the fourhotels based in Tokyo
is shown in Figure 1.

The frequencies of use of the eight moves, in terms of raw frequency
count and per- centage, were worked out manually and are shown in
Table 2.

Following Ding (2007) and Yang (2015), this study regarded those
moves which recorded a 60% or above occurrence in the responses of
the three rating categories as obligatory moves. Table 2 shows that in
each of the three rating categories, there were three obligatory moves:
Acknowledging Problem, Expressing Feeling and Thanking Reviewer
(examples of these moves and a description of their communicative
functionswill be given in the next two sections). In fact, as shown in the
bottom row of Table 2, the obligatoriness of these three moves is also
reflected from the abundance of responsesin each of the three rating
categories that contained all of them — 61% for the Average category,
62% for the Poor category and 60% for the Terrible category. These
three obligatory moves have actually been reported in previous studies



examining the structureof the genre (Davidow, 2003; Levy et al., 2013;
Sparks and Bradley, 2014).

The other five moves recording a lower than 60% occurrence in the
responses were regarded as optional: Continuing Relationship, Denying
Problem, Greeting, RecognizingReviewer’s Value and Self-Promoting.
In fact, except Deny Problem, these moves recorded a considerably
lower frequency of occurrence in the review response genre — the highest
percentages reached were 51% by Continuing Relationship, 56% by
DenyingProblem, 7% by Greeting, 6% by Recognizing Reviewer’s
Value and 33% by Self- Promoting. The discussion in the rest of the
article will center around the three obligatorymoves and the two optional
moves that recorded the highest frequency of occurrence, Continuing
Relationship and Denying Problem.



Figure 1. Screenshot showing moves and sub-moves.

Table 2. Frequency of occurrence of moves.

Average Poor Terrible
(215 (108 (89
responses) responses) responses)
Acknowledging Problem 170 (79%) 99 82
- N (92%) (92%)
Continuing Relationship 109 (51%) 38 35
. (35%) (39%)
Denying Problem 110 (51%) 61 47
(56%) (53%)
Expressing Feeling 186 (87%) 101 75
) (94%) (84%)
Greeting 14 (7%) 7 (6%) 6 (7%)
{{/efognizing Reviewer’s 6 (3%) 2 (2%) 1 (1%)
alue
Self-Promoting 33 (15%) 5(5%) 1 (1%)
Thanking Reviewer 192 (89%) 95 74
(88%) (83%)
Responses 131 (61%) 67 53
containing all (62%) (60%)

obligatory moves




Sequence of obligatory moves

The sequence of the moves was worked out by listing the moves of each
response in theorder they were presented, followed by a manual count of
the moves occupying each position — initial, second, third, ... and
final. The move that recorded the highest

* Thanking Reviewer

* Acknowledging Problem <-> Expressing Feeling <-> Thanking
Reviewer

» Expressing Feeling

Figure 2. Sequence of obligatory moves.

frequency of occupying the initial position was Thanking Reviewer (in
292 responses, that is, 71%), and the one for the final position was
Expressing Feeling (in 158 responses, that is, 38%). However, it was not
obvious that there existed any preferred sequence of presentation of the
three obligatory moves in the other positions of the response. Figure?2
shows the sequence of the obligatory moves of the genre.

This move structure of the review response genre, however, needs
some further elabo-ration on two aspects. The first aspect concerns the
move occupying the final position ofthe genre and I will discuss it here.
The second one concerns the optional move DenyingProblem and I will
discuss it toward the end of this section. While Thanking Reviewer was
the most preferred initial move, Expressing Feeling, the final move,
however, did not seem to enjoy the same degree of preference by the
writer of the review response genre. Only 38% of the responses ended
with Expressing Feeling. A breakdown of the moves occupying the final
position of the genre used in the three rating categories is shown in Table
3.

We can conclude from Table 3 that Continuing Relationship, despite
being an optional, move was the move which also occupied the final
position of the genre frequently — 35%of the responses ended in this
optional move, compared to the figure of 38% for Expressing Feeling.
Continuing Relationship could serve to encourage the reader eitherto
revisit the hotel by emphasizing the positive aspect of the future visit as



in We look forward to the opportunity of welcoming you back and
providing you with a pleasant andcomfortable experience or to contact
the hotel management as in ... should you ever wishto discuss them in
further detail with me, please do not hesitate to contact me on general.
manager@hotel-XX.com. The observed high frequency of use of this
optional move could therefore be interpreted as a friendly gesture of the
hotel management — it was eager to be in contact with the reviewer — or
as an indication of the hotel management’sdesire to achieve service
recovery — to emphasize the high quality of service the reviewerwould
receive on his or her future visits. Either the gesture or the indication was
neces- sary as the reviewer, having written some negative feedback on
TripAdvisor, should be one to whom the hotel management shows
goodwill and whose confidence in the hotel needs to be restored.

A complete response is shown below to illustrate the sequence of
these most fre- quently used moves in the review response genre.
Numbers (1-7) and the names of the moves have been inserted to mark
the beginning of a move, and letters of alphabet havebeen inserted to
distinguish the sub-moves which were adjacent to each other (applicable
to move 5 only).

(1 — Thanking Reviewer) Thank you for your recent review of your
stay with us. As always,I am grateful of the time our guests take to
review us which subsequently not only assists usin improving but
also opens up other fellow travelers’ eyes on hotel practices and
cultural differences.

(2 — Acknowledging Problem) In that case and as many other
colleagues in hospitality wouldconcur, it is not uncommon in most
hotel around the world especially in luxury hotels

to prohibit consumption of meals bought outside the hotel, in their
outlets. (3 — Denying Problem) Here at Raffles we strive for being an
‘oasis for the well-travelled’ by creating emotional luxury. We
deliver our brand through thoughtful and welcoming, charming and
graceful service and facilities. It is our focus to ensure the comfort of
all our guests not onlyin their private rooms but also in public areas
and outlets.

(4 — Expressing Feeling) On the other hand, we were disappointed to
learn that you personally felt the hotel was ‘old for a five-star’. (5a —
Denying Problem [Highlight Hotel’s Facility or Service]) Established
in the early 1900s, Raffles, with its iconic French-Orient colonnaded
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fagade, has for nearly a century been the choice of visiting Royalty
and diplomats,and travelers with a sense of style and occasion. Our
Lobby, hallways, rooms and suites are sumptuous and unique;
celebrating the best of Beijing in beautiful style — Classic French-
Orient architecture and old world charm, lovingly restored with wood
floors, sparkling chandeliers and Oriental rugs. Our hotel consists of
two buildings, the Heritage building andour new tower, which offers
junior suites with a very modern and contemporary interior and
design. As we understand design is a matter of personal preferences,
our feedback fromguests including TripAdvisor reviews has been
mixed proportionally. (5b — Denying Problem

[Suggest or Recommend]) Should you return to Raffles Beijing Hotel
in the future I would liketo recommend looking at these rooms rather
than the rooms in the Heritage building.

(6 — Thanking Reviewer) On behalf of my team and I, I thank you again for
the feedback. (7 — Expressing Feeling) I hope you will get an opportunity to
visit us again in the not too distant future.

Table 3. Frequency of moves occupying the final position of the review
response genre.

Acknowled Continui Denyi Express Self- Thanki

ging ng ng ing Promoti ng
Problem Relations Proble Feeling ng Revie
hip m wer
Frequency 27 (7%) 145 (35%) 16 (4%) 158

(38%)  1(02%) 66 (16%)

The move structure of the review response genre can be summarized as
follows:

1. There were a total of eight moves made up of 22 sub-moves;
2. There were three obligatory moves, namely, Acknowledging
Problem, ExpressingFeeling and Thanking Reviewer;



Table 4. Correspondence between moves.

Moves in previous studies Corresponding moves (sub-moves) in
this study Explanation Acknowledging Problem (Explain
Cause of Problem)

Apology Acknowledging Problem (Apologize)
Appreciation Thanking Reviewer (for

sharing/positive feedback/stay or
patronage)

3. The most frequently used optional move was Denying Problem;
The sequence of the obligatory moves is characterized by having
Thanking Reviewer in the initial position and Expressing Feeling
or the optional move Continuing Relationship in the final position,
and the text in-between comprisesthe three obligatory moves (and
the optional moves) presented in variablesequences.

Achieving service recovery

Through Acknowledging Problem and Thanking Reviewer. It was
mentioned in section ‘Research into the review response genre’ that
previous research has identified three components which contributed to
service recovery: explanation, apology and apprecia- tion. As shown in
Table 4, moves and sub-moves corresponding to these components were
also found in this study.

The two corresponding moves, Acknowledging Problem and
Thanking Reviewer, both obligatory, should therefore also contribute to
service recovery. [ will discuss belowhow these two moves can effect
such contribution.

The use of these two moves should be an expected and logical step. It
has been estab-lished that negative reviews, especially those posted on
popular online platforms such asTripAdvisor, will have a considerable
impact on the hotels concerned as they usually attract more attention and
scrutiny from other potential customers than positive ones
(Papathanassis and Knolle, 2011; Smyth et al., 2010). It has also been
argued that criticalreviews concerning service failure are more credible
(Kusumasondjaja et al., 2012) andthey can also influence viewers’
attitude toward the hotels (Vermeulen and Seegers, 2009). The hotel
management should then see an imminent need to respond to negative
comments to minimize their negative impact. So, the contextual property



Setting (Time:the need for an immediate response; Place/Environment: a
popular online platform withthe potential to cause huge impact on the
hotel business) should be interpreted as relevantby the manager while
constructing the discourse of the response. I argue below that the hotel
management attempted to minimize the impact by managing its rapport
with the reviewers with Acknowledging Problem and Thanking
Reviewer. According to Spencer-Oatey (2008), rapport refers to people’s
subjective perception of (dis)harmony in inter- personal relations, and
rapport management entails the management of face, sociality rights and
obligations, and interactional goals. As reviewers who write negative
com- ments seek to recover the loss that they have suffered while using
the hospitality services(Sparks and Bradley, 2014), or expect to be treated
with respect (Blodgett et al., 1995), itis reasonable to assume that such a
reviewer will have three expected goals: (1) to have his or her act of
reviewing and the review itself acknowledged, accepted, appreciated and
thus respected; (2) to receive an explanation and/or apology; and (3) to
see some action (to be) taken to address the problem. The hotel
management should therefore respond ina way that can meet these
expected goals so that it would be able to enhance rapport withthe
reviewer through managing the reviewer’s face and interactional goals.
In other words, the contextual property Participant: Goal — that of both
the reviewer and the hotelmanagement — should be relevant. It is
observed in this study that the hotel managementused Acknowledging
Problem (Apologize and Explain Cause of Problem) to enhance its
rapport with the reviewer by managing his or her face — to make the
reviewer feel beingrespected as the problem raised was acknowledged
(meeting expected goal 1) and by managing his or her interactional goal
— to offer an explanation and/or apology that wasbeing sought (meeting
expected goal 2). Example 1 shows the use of these two sub- moves in
the same response:

(1) Your room allocated was a room at the south side of the building
and you were overlookingat little houses and roofs where people
do their day to day chores. You wrote a person waswalking on the
roof on the buildings next door which might have looked
worrisome for which I apologize but this is Hutong life. This is
most likely a person working on his house ... I also like to take the
opportunity to welcome you back should you visit Beijingagain.
Once again my deepest apologies. (HRW-Average-12th)

The hotel management in Example 1 acknowledged the problem the
reviewer wascriticizing by first apologizing with an explicit



performative apologize (Blum-Kulkaet al., 1989) as in for which I
apologize, and then immediately explained the cause of theproblem by
saying that what the reviewer saw and experienced was actually the
real Hutong life as in this is Hutong life. This is most likely a person
working on his house.Then, he did so again through apologizing by
actually naming the speech act apologize inthe clause as in Once again my
deepest apologies. The manager in both instances of apol-ogy made
himself or herself the agent of such with the use of the personal pronoun /
andmy, showing explicitly that he or she, but not the hotel as an
organization or any thirdparty, was personally accountable. The act of
apologizing could have been performed in aless sincere or even more
elusive way. The expression for which I apologize could havebeen
replaced with about which I feel sorry, and my deepest apologies with
my regret. With about which I feel sorry, the writer is not claiming any
accountability or responsibil-ity for the reviewer’s unpleasant experience,
and with my regret the writer is simply show-ing his or her sad feeling
without any strengthening of such feeling as the token ofgraduation is
missing (Martin and White, 2005). The manager had therefore seen
himselfot herself, but not the hotel as a whole, as the participant
communicating with the reviewer. Apart from Acknowledging Problem,
Thanking Reviewer was also used to enhance rapport with the reviewer
— by managing his or her face through appreciating his or hercomment
or act of commenting. Example 2 shows the use of two consecutive
instances

of Thanking Reviewer in the same response:

2) Thank you kindly for your recent detailed and informative
feedback regarding your stay with us here at the ABC Garden
Hotel. Firstly I would like to sincerely thank you for your
comments regarding the staff and service. (HRW-Average-4th)



Again with an explicit performative (Blum-Kulka et al., 1989), in this
case thank you,the hotel management thanked the reviewer twice at the
beginning of the response (echo-ing the observation that Thanking
Reviewer was the obligatory move which occupied theinitial position of
the genre most frequently, please see Figure 2). In the first instance, they
thanked the reviewer for his or her feedback; the same move was more
specific when it was used the second time in a row — the hotel
management was specifically thanking the reviewer for his or her
comments regarding their staff and service.

To sum up, attempts were made by the hotel management to achieve its
goal — servicerecovery — by enhancing its rapport with the reviewer with
two obligatory moves, Acknowledging Problem (Apologize and Explain
Cause of Problem) and Thanking Reviewer. The importance of building
or enhancing rapport with (potential) customers through the genre on the
TripAdvisor platform was confirmed by the practitioner at the interview
who pointed out that giving a response to every single review was ‘an
incred-ible way to develop a relationship online with people’.

Through other moves/sub-moves. It will be argued below that other moves
and sub-moves ofthe review response genre could also enhance rapport
with the reviewers and thus contrib-ute to service recovery. Two
obligatory moves, as well as their sub-moves, will be dis- cussed in this
sub-section: Acknowledging Problem (Indicate Awareness of Problem
andRectify) and Expressing Feeling (Expressing positive/negative feeling;
Expressing wish).

The other two sub-moves of Acknowledging Problem, namely, Indicate
Awareness of Problem and Rectify, could also serve to enhance rapport.
They both implied that the problem raised in the negative review was
acknowledged (thus attending to the face needs of the reviewer);
otherwise, the hotel management would not have needed to makesuch
indication or to make any rectification. The sub-move Rectify also
served to meet an expected goal of the reviewer — some action to be
taken by the hotel management to address the problem, that is, meeting
expected goal 3. This sub-move Rectify should therefore serve to
manage the interactional goal of the reviewer, thereby enhancing the
hotel management’s rapport with the reviewer. The use of both Indicate
Awareness of Problem and Rectify should indicate the relevance and
thus inclusion of the reviewers’ goals in the hotel manager’s context
models. Examples 3 and 4 show, respectively, an instance of use of
Indicate Awareness of Problem and Rectify:



(3) ... and I recognize that we have made a significant error in
allocating your room. Your assessment is correct, you were not
given the suite that you reserved and as a Privilege Club member
you were entitled to a further upgrade at no charge. (HH-Terrible-
1st)

With the mental process recognize (Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004),
the manage- ment indicated boldly that they were aware (a mental
activity) of the error they made inroom allocation, followed by
elaboration of the error. It has thus acknowledged the prob-lem raised by
the reviewer whose face needs were then attended to:

4y When learning of your taxi odyssee late last night, I authorized a
complimentary airport drop-off for you this morning which
hopefully made up for some of this inconvenience. (HR-Terrible-
2nd)

The manager stated clearly what he had done personally with the
material process authorized (Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004) to
hopefully rectify the problem as in [/ authorized a complimentary airport
drop-off ... Such rectification attempt acknowledgedthe taxi problem the
reviewer described and fulfilled at least partly the interactional goalof the
reviewer — something should be done about the problem and this was
done with amaterial process which signifies action. The managers writing
Examples 3 and 4, like theones writing Examples 1 and 2, associated
themselves with the discourse using the per- sonal pronoun I, thereby
foregrounding the Agent of the clause, making explicit to the reviewers
that they were willing to be held accountable for the undesirable
happening (making an error in room allocation in Example 3) or the
action taken (arranging an air-port drop-off in Example 4).

The other move which also served to enhance rapport and thus
achieve service recovery was Expressing Feeling. Example 5 shows an
instance of use of this move in the genre:

(5) I’'m sorry that you left our hotel with this impression. It is
unfortunate that we did not havethe opportunity to speak with you
about your concerns while you were still with us. (HF-Terrible-
Ist)

The response began with two consecutive instances of Expressing
Negative Feeling expressing the management’s attitudinal evaluation.



The first one I'm sorry that ... was a token of affect (Martin and White,
2005), expressing the management’s emotion resulted from the fact the
reviewer left the hotel with a negative impression, and the second one /¢
is unfortunate that ... was a token of reaction (Martin and White, 2005),
expressing the management’s evaluation of the happening that it did not
have the oppor-tunity to speak to the reviewer about the complaint
during the latter’s stay in the hotel. Through expressing feelings, the
hotel management was actually trying to associate itself affectively with
the reviewer. In other words, the hotel management was enhancing
rapport with the reviewer by attending to the latter’s sociality right
which, precisely in this case, should be the association right (Spencer-
Oatey, 2008). So, with the moves Acknowledging Problem (Indicate
Awareness of Problem and Rectify) and Expressing Feeling, the hotel
management could enhance rapport with the reviewers who would then
be more willing to return and repurchase the hospitality service from the
hotel con-cerned (Fornell et al., 1996; Spreng et al., 1995). There should
be one more reason for the hotel management to invest such a huge
effort in enhancing rapport with the review-ers — the management’ goal
to recruit new customers. Its explicit effort in enhancing rapport with the
reviewers could actually gesture to other viewers of the responses — the
potential customers — that the hotel was willing to accept criticisms,
admit faults, take responsibility, on one hand, and was an organic entity
eager to establish and maintain a good and close relationship with its
customers, on the other hand. Such a gesture is important because of the
reported undesirable nature of the negative comments (Kusumasondjaja
et al., 2012; Vermeulen and Seegers, 2009). The hotel was therefore
attempting to turn these potential customers into real ones. This important
function of thereview response genre — turning potential customers into
real ones — was echoed by the interviewee who emphasized that (1)
failure to respond with the genre might ‘turn away possible fresh new
guests’, and (2) such genre could provide the hotel management with
opportunities to interact with ‘potential guests’ or ‘prospective bookers’.

The most frequently used optional move — Denying Problem. The
optional move Denying Problem seems to be at odd with the three
obligatory moves which could serve to enhancerapport and thus
contribute to fulfilling the hotel management’s goal service recovery.
Among the sub-moves of Denying Problem, two actually could play a key
role in achiev-ing service recovery: Emphasize Hotel’s Practice or
Mission and Highlight Hotel’s Facil-ity or Service. With these two sub-
moves, the hotel management was actually presentingan argumentation,
that is, it either attacked the reviewer’s position or to defend its own by



first indicating the hotel management’s disagreement with the reviewer
on the problem-atic issue raised, and then addressing such issue
indirectly. To stage an argumentation, themanager should first ‘have
beliefs about the beliefs or positions of addressees’ (Van Dijk,2008: 194).
It follows that such cognitive element was interpreted as relevant and
thus included in manager’s context model which subsequently
contributed to the formulationof the two Denying Problem sub-moves.
With these two sub-moves, both the reviewer and other viewers of the
responses would be led to focus on the strengths of the hotel — thefacilities
and services that have been recognized, praised and appreciated; the
practices that have been proven successful; and the mission that drives
the hotel forward. In otherwords, the hotel management was trying to (1)
deny the existence of the problem raisedby the reviewer and (2) promote
the hotel to the reviewer and other viewers, their potentialcustomers. The
presence of promotional elements in this genre echoes Bhatia’s (2004)
observation that the promotional genre is colonizing other non-
promotional genres. Examples 8 and 9 show the use of these two sub-
moves in the genre:

8) (Emphasize Hotel’s Practice or Mission) At PQR Hotel, we have a
promise to ‘Make it Right’ if for any reason you are not satisfied
with your stay, and any of our front-line colleagues would
welcome the opportunity to assist. (HH-Average-1st)

This response was given to a negative comment stating that the guest
room was smoky. The message being conveyed through the response
should be that the guest couldhave alerted the hotel staff during stay
because the hotel’s practice or mission was to Make it Right, that is, to
attend to the dissatisfying issue raised by its customers. With theword
promise, the commissive speech act was made explicit to the reader who
should then know that the manager was emphasizing that the hotel was
committed to assisting and putting customers’ satisfaction and benefit
first:

) (Highlight Hotel’s Facilities or Service) Furthermore, I am happy
to announce that our Members’ Lounge undertook major overdue
renovations and effective July 1st a completerevamp of our F and
B offerings to include a full breakfast offering both local and
westernitems as well as a live egg cooking station, an afternoon tea
snack offering buffet consistingof hors d’oeuvres, selections of
teas and both eclectic sandwiches and sweets, and last butnot least,
our signature evening cocktail including local and western



alcoholic and non alcoholic beverages. This is of course in
addition to the all day chef selection of cookies,nuts, beverages
and other assorted snacks (added emphasis). (HR-Poor-8th)

The reviewer expressed dissatisfaction with the food and drinks in the
Members’ Lounge in his or her online review written on 22 July 2013.
The management denied theproblem indirectly by highlighting the wide
variety of food provided by the Lounge which had just been renovated
and come into full service on 1 July 2013.

According to our interviewee, there should be another reason for the
management to use the two sub-moves above. They could provide
potential guests with essential infor- mation about the hotel’s facilities,
services, practices and mission so that the guests would have reasonable
expectations of the accommodation services for the price they were
willing to pay. Interestingly, the practitioner remarked that
Acknowledging Problem(Apologize) could perform the same function.

Conclusion

This study is a timely response to the fast-growing popularity of the
online travel-relatedinformation sharing platforms and the travelers’
increasing reliance on the information shared through such platforms
while they are planning their trips. The growing popular-ity of and
increasing reliance on online travel information platforms have led to the
emergence of the review response genre. The study, initiated as a result
of the lack of research on the move structure of this new and important
genre, found that the genre comprised a total of eight moves constituted
by 22 sub-moves. Three of these eight moves were obligatory —
Acknowledging Problem, Expressing Feeling and Thanking Reviewer,
with Thanking Reviewer and Expressing Feeling usually occupying,
respec- tively, the initial and final position of the genre, and the textual
space between these twomoves saw the three obligatory moves and five
optional moves arranged in various orders. The optional move
Continuing Relationship was another move that usually occu-pied the
final position of the genre. The three obligatory moves were argued to be
play-ing a part in achieving service recovery by enhancing the rapport
between the hotel management and reviewers and turning potential
customers — viewers of the responses

— into real guests. Such rapport enhancement attempts were reinforced
by the use of thepersonal pronouns / and my which functioned to
emphasize the hotel management’s willingness to be held accountable
and responsible for the reviewers’ unpleasant experi-ence and the actions



taken to rectify the problem raised. The study has also shown that
service recovery could also be achieved by indirectly denying the
existence of the prob-lem mentioned in the negative review with the
optional move Denying Problem. Such indirect denial was achieved by
drawing the readers’ attention to the recognized strengthsof the hotel
including its services, facilities, practices and mission.

The article has also attempted to discuss and explain the observed
discourse featuresfrom a contextual perspective relating the features to
the relevant contextual properties including, in particular, Setting (Time
and Place) and Participants (role and identity, beliefsand goals). It is
believed that such an attempt should have enhanced our understanding of
the hotel management’s production of the discourse of the review
response genre.

The study has analyzed responses given by hotels based in different
Asian cities whose culture could have shaped the way the review
response genre was constructed. That is, the move structure of the
genre and the way service recovery was achieved through the genre
could differ for hotels based in different cities. The cross-cultural dif-
ferences in the genre in terms of the move structure and
lexicogrammatical features, unfortunately, were beyond the scope of this
study. Despite this limitation, the study hasmade available some useful
reference materials to practitioners of the hospitality indus-try and
probably the wider service industry responsible for writing the genre.
They will be able to include the key components (obligatory moves) and
present them in a sequencegenerally accepted and practiced in their
profession. They will also be able to exploit thepotential the genre offers
to the fullest through enhancing rapport with the reviewers andpromoting
the strengths of the service providing organization. Service recovery
should then be more likely to materialize.
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