
Rating the Ratings
Wisely Navigating the Rating Service Universe

Executive Summary
Ratings are a welcome service in a world filled with too much information, too many choices and limited time. Examples of ratings 
are everywhere: They include rankings, such as Fortune’s “World’s Most Admired Companies” list, expert test results, such as those 
found in Consumer Reports, and user reviews, such as those found on Amazon or Yelp. Frequently, however, we use ratings to make 
decisions without understanding how professional rating services arrive at their evaluations. This lack of consumer understanding puts 
rating services in a unique position to affect a company’s reputation, brand, and sales. This paper explores the mechanics behind 
many influential rating services and outlines the strategies companies need to deal with them wisely. It also offers some thoughts about 
the responsibilities of organizations whose members are affected by ratings and rankings to bring transparency and coherence to the 
many rating services themselves. 

The Evolution of Rating Models 
Rating services dating back to the early 1900s were fairly methodical. This was an easy approach in an era where information 
was gathered and disseminated slowly through written reports or magazines. Testing sources such as Good Housekeeping and 
Consumer Reports responded to a public need for specific, reliable data about products and services. The best option was to 
have a dedicated in-house staff to conduct testing and provide easy-to-interpret results. Rating services correctly concluded that 
if a few user reports could give an estimate of customer satisfaction, then many more user reports would give an even better 
estimate. 

Sampling of user opinions increased as rating services transitioned from mail and phone surveys to more convenient electronic 
media such as email and the Internet. More recently, widely accessible survey tools like Survey Monkey1 and online opinion   
                          panels2 have simplified the data collection task. Larger data sets, in turn, have lent   
              themselves to the use of analytical algorithms that can better capture hidden insights.
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1Source:  http://www.surveymonkey.com/
2Source: http://www.masmi.com/global/main.php?action=aatext&page=aatext&design=default&aatext_id=202  



“ The ability to 
keep a real-time, 
unfiltered pulse on 
public perception 
about companies, 
organizations, 
jobs, products and 
services can make 
ratings matter even 
more.”

3Source:  http://blogs.hbr.org/now-new-next/2009/05/the-social-data-revolution.html 
4Source: http://www.agent-seo.com/guest-post/will-social-media-streamline-or-fragment/ Retrieved
5Source: http://www.nielsen.com/us/en/newswire/2013/using-big-data-to-engage-with-the-new-consumer.html 
6Source: http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1740-9713.2012.00588.x/pdf 
7Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yelp,_Inc. 
8Source: http://www.tripadvisor.com/PressCenter-c4-Fact_Sheet.html  
9Source: http://suite101.com/article/how-companies-are-chosen-as-fortune-100-best-places-to-work-a334676
10Source: http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Publication%20Files/12-016.pdf

Bigger and faster

The capability to collect and store data appears to be keeping pace with the increase in the quantity of data being generated, 
which may lead to another shift in the evolution of ratings to “big data.” While many people see the potential benefit of 
analyzing enormous data sets, experts are still developing the mathematical methods required to accomplish it.5

And why should the reviews and ratings extracted from big data arrive more slowly than ratings in the past? Demand for 
information is voracious in a social media world, so speed is important, regardless of scale. “Nowcasting” is a term used for 
very short-term forecasting based on intense examination of recent data sets – sometimes within a few hours. Sociologists see 
real potential in nowcasting for identifying new phenomena based on social media patterns.6 The ability to keep a real-time, 
unfiltered pulse on public perception about companies, organizations, jobs, products and services can make ratings matter 
even more.
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The Rise of Social Media

If large-scale surveys, polls, and other user reporting opened the doors to improved ratings products, the rise of social media 
blew the doors off entirely. Earlier rating services had largely controlled the measurement process through in-house testing 
procedures or through surveys they initiated with the public. Websites like Facebook, Twitter, and Yelp placed that control 
directly in the hands of the public, marking a major shift in what a rating represented.3 What’s more, the speed at which people, 
companies, or ideas could be evaluated became instantaneous (e.g. television talent competitions and the emergence of 
“crowdsourcing”). 

The shift is already leading to a fragmenting of the ratings process4, as a “one-size-fits-all” rating can no longer command 
influence. The public now expects to be involved in generating, not just using, rating results. This means that all of the 
analytical problems connected with a wealth of user data – whether to measure direct input or indirect behavioral patterns, the 
potential for data biases through user action, and selection of proper algorithms – are here to stay.

Ratings Have Real Impact . . . .

Companies know that investors, employees, and customers are paying attention to ratings, 
and they certainly affect corporate reputations. It’s rare to find a corporate website that 
doesn’t display Facebook Likes, Tweet numbers, and Google+ Shares to introduce their 
company to visitors. Cable television stations establish program lineups to influence 
Nielsen statistics; colleges orchestrate their admissions factors to optimize their U.S. 
News and World Report annual college rankings; and hotels actively solicit patrons for 
TripAdvisor reviews. It’s a necessary strategy. Yelp has 100 million unique visitors each 
month,7 TripAdvisor has 200 million,8 and companies complete lengthy application 
packages to try to make the Fortune 100 Best Places to Work list.9 There is quantifiable 
evidence that ratings affect sales: A Harvard Business School study determined that 
a restaurant that increases its Yelp score by one full star can experience a five to nine 
percent bump in revenues.10

. . . . . But Come With Real Risks

How can we know which rating services provide the most reliable information? How do we 
interpret rating results unless we know what went into them? Companies often take ratings 
at face value, presuming that they’re relevant, accurate, and honest. In cases where this 
isn’t true, however, companies can waste resources responding to faulty interpretations. 
Understanding a rating requires a sober look into its purpose, its content, and how its results 
are communicated – three factors that go a long way toward determining the merit of any 
rating service.



1. Who’s behind it?

Questions about ownership are a good place to start. Does the rating service have a professional reputation to protect? Is the 
service vulnerable to influence? Many services have economic interests that may affect their results. For example, Yelp relies on 
advertising revenue, and though anyone can write reviews for the service, the company has been criticized for inappropriately 
filtering them.11 These issues could bias ratings on a large scale. 

2. What feeds the process?

Regardless of other rating factors, quality of input data will drive the quality of the result. Some agencies, such as Consumer 
Reports12 and The Reputation Institute13, use dedicated staff experienced in data collection and analysis. Others services simply 
aggregate data collected from targeted users or from public input. Harris Interactive14 and J.D Power and Associates15, for 
example, employ targeted surveys, while Amazon aggregates user-initiated reports. In the latter case, public input can generate 
serious flaws in the data.16

Surveys can offer more control over a rating process than passive aggregation of user input, but surveys aren’t foolproof either. 
Historically, surveys have low response rates – even 15% is considered good in some cases – which can bias results.17

Other errors can be introduced, through oversight or neglect, in the form of bad actors. Many of the facilities rated by TripAdvisor, 
for example, have been threatened with a bad review unless compensation is provided to the reviewer.18 Entire cottage industries 
have emerged that are dedicated to writing favorable reviews for products under deceptive names.19 “Astroturfing” is the term 
used to describe sponsors of a political or advertising message who review products in a way that fits their agenda, while appearing 
to be unbiased members of the public. Bad actors may even include the rating services themselves20, so the cautious user will 
demand information about rating structure: Are the rating topics meaningful to the purpose of the analysis? Is information collected 
from the right sources? Are enough data collected to justify the conclusions? Is it possible to corrupt the data by carelessness or 
questionable practices?

3. How are results communicated?

Some rating services process data through an algorithm. Although this approach can yield a single metric that is easy to 
understand, it isn’t always perfect. Algorithms necessarily filter information, considering some elements and ignoring others. This 
is the case with a Zagat restaurant rating21 or a Klout “influence” score, although Klout has been criticized for ignoring important 
– but relevant – factors.22 Even if all the information elements could be included, rating analysts must decide how much weight 
to give to each piece of information when calculating a score.23 Even though the weighting scheme of an algorithm is essential for 
understanding the result, it isn’t always explained in a rating report. So the shrewd user will ask: Is the algorithm clearly related to 
the questions that the rating is intended to answer? Is the algorithm output focused on the specific needs of a target audience? 
Can the algorithm result be validated against other metrics? The American Consumer Satisfaction Index, for example, offers a clear 
rating methodology in their corporate literature.24 BrandZ uses an algorithm for ratings about corporate branding effectiveness as 
well, but also measures its results against sales data.25

The ability for users to sort ratings is what makes them the most beneficial. The rank order in which scores are displayed 
undoubtedly affects how we use the results.26 For example, Hotels.com, Zagat, and Kayak let you sort by quality, ranking, and 
price. Sorting by “most popular” is a common approach, but  users may want to sort according to other factors, such as proximity 
or price. Ratings that give users the option to sort according to their preferences help them get the information they want quickly 
and easily. 

Minimizing the risks of misunderstanding simply requires a “check under the hood” to understand what’s being rated and how. 
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11Source:  http://articles.washingtonpost.com/2013-05-22/business/39438258_1_positive-and-negative-reviews-yelp-com-michael-luca.
12Source: http://www.reputationinstitute.com/services/our-approach 
13Source: http://www.harrisinteractive.com/MethodsTools.aspx
14Source: http://www.jdpower.com/about/power-circle-ratings.htm 
15Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amazon.com_controversies#Amazon_reviews
16Source: http://www.geekwire.com/2012/amazoncom-pulls-plug-merchant-gave-kindle-fire-cases-positive-reviews/ 
17Source: http://www.nss.gov.au/nss/home.nsf/75427d7291fa0145ca2571340022a2ad/4fc144d438726fbbca2571ab00247118?OpenDocument  
18Source: http://www.globalcitybreak.co.uk/tips/barcelona/232-can-you-trust-trip-advisor 
19Source: http://www.forbes.com/sites/suwcharmananderson/2012/08/28/fake-reviews-amazons-rotten-core/ 
20Source: http://www.forbes.com/sites/jimhandy/2012/08/16/think-yelp-is-unbiased-think-again/
21Source: http://www.zagat.com/about-us
22Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Klout#Criticism
23Source: http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2011/02/14/110214fa_fact_gladwell
24Source: http://www.theacsi.org/about-acsi/acsi-methodology
25Source: http://www.millwardbrown.com/BrandZ/Top_100_Global_Brands/Methodology.aspx
26Source: http://sethgodin.typepad.com/seths_blog/2013/07/sort-search.html



The Ratings Landscape 
Although rating services can be characterized in a number of ways, four key factors highlight the critical features of ratings in the 
21st century:

+  Data sources – Ratings can be generated by a dedicated testing staff, compiled from user evaluations, or both. Harris Interactive 
and Fortune (which partners with Hay Group), for example, manage their ratings with internal staff, while Yelp and TripAdvisor rely 
on user input to generate ratings. Consumer Reports and CNET use both kinds of tools.

+ Collection Methods – Data can be gathered by issuing surveys and polls (Active), or by monitoring submitted user reports 
(Passive).  Harris Interactive and Fortune use the former, and Yelp and TripAdvisor the latter. 

+ Analytic Methods – A rating can reflect the tabulated results of input (such as survey or poll summaries), an algorithm output, 
or both. Consumer Reports, for example, tends to provide straightforward scores for individual metrics, while BrandZ emphasizes 
their brand valuation algorithm result. Many rating services report both types of information. 

+ Analytic Input – Ratings can be derived from a product or service quality metric (Direct), while others can be derived from 
patterns of social media activity, such as Twitter traffic or Facebook Likes (Indirect). 

The table below summarizes several rating services, important to both business and consumers, in terms of these factors.
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Service Topic
Data Sources Collection Methods Analytic Methods Analytic Input

In-House User Input Active Passive Summaries Algorithms Direct

Good Housekeeping 1909 Household goods x x x x x

Consumer Reports 1936 Various x x x x x

Q Score 1963 Likeability x x x x

JD Power 1968 Automobiles x x x x x

Zagat 1980 Restaurants x x x

US News and World 
Report

1983
School and college 

rankings
x x x x x

Fortune (Most Ad-
mired Companies)

1983 Corporate standings x x x x x

American Customer 
Satisfaction Index

1994 Consumer goods x x x x x

CNET 1994
Consumer electronics 

and software
x x x x x

Amazon.com 1995 Consumer goods x x x x

Rotten Tomatoes 1998 Movies x x x x

Harris Interac-
tive (Reputation 

Quotient)
1999 Corporate  standings x x x x x

Reputation Institute 1999 Corporate standings x x x x

TripAdvisor 2000 Travel x x x x

Yelp 2004 Various x x x x

BrandZ 2006 Brand impact x x x

Glassdoor 2008 Work place quality x x x x

Next Big Sound 2009 Music x x x

Klout 2009 Social impact x x x

Year of
First Rating
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“A growing number 
of rating services, 
coupled with an 
increasing reliance 
on social media, 
make this an ideal 
time to ‘rate the 
ratings’”

Taking charge

With education and experience, we can use ratings effectively, but can we expect better than 
this?  After all, most people have learned to cope with the privacy and accuracy issues of 
credit reports, investor reviews, and news polls. But we only became sophisticated users after 
many hard lessons, and our analytical abilities are still far from perfect. A growing number 
of rating services, coupled with an increasing reliance on social media, make this an ideal 
time to “rate the ratings.” Companies should advocate for design standards and performance 
benchmarking.

While nothing can replace individual responsibility for interpreting ratings, action by 
organizations may also be necessary to achieve better rating service standards. It is certainly 
in the interests of business sectors, professional groups, and individual companies to weigh 
in regarding the ratings practices that affect their reputations. After all, if we can achieve 
professional oversight of engineering, legal, and product-labeling standards in economic life, 
why can’t we achieve the same thing in another arena that is becoming so fundamental to 
our lives? Leadership and public awareness could work wonders for improving ratings quality. 
Any attempt to establish consensus around keeping ratings reliable and accurate would be 
both welcome and timely. 

The authors wish to acknowledge Steve Murray’s contribution to the development of this white paper.

Examples of Rating Services and Their Characteristics

While the table isn’t exhaustive, some general observations can still be made from the entries: 

 + Tabulations or summary data are a staple of ratings, even where algorithms are also used. 

 + Exclusive analysis by in-house staff is rare; user input has been relied upon for a long time. 

 + The emphasis on user input has grown as electronic channels (such as the Internet and social media) became more   
    available for data collection. Today, social media rules.

Thriving in a Ratings-Driven World
Ratings are a useful shortcut to answers we need for decision-making. However, we can secure the benefits while maneuvering 
around the hazards only through conscious personal, and even institutional, effort. We have to take responsibility for what we 
read and what information we use. The challenge is to examine deeply the ratings we encounter. Three critical factors, introduced 
earlier, are essential to this process: 

 + Accountability – Does the rating service stand behind the ratings it provides? 

 + Transparency – Are the purpose, scope, and funding sources of a rating service clearly stated (much the same as  
    “truth in lending” statements or consumer product labels)? 

 + Methodological Integrity – Are the methods used to generate a rating – such as sampling practices and analytics – open  
    and available to review? Can the methods be compared to other services or to previous ratings based on these methods,    
    to check the quality of the approach?


