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Business Social Reputation and the Importance of 
Responding to Online Reviews

Customer Engagement



SUMMARY
In the second quarter of 2018, Xenial, Inc. and Merchant 
Centric announced new research on online business 
reviews. This report provides the full results of the 
research. It also describes the data set and methodology. 

The research indicates a rise in online reviews and the 
increased urgency with which businesses are engaging 
with their social reputation.
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Business Social Reputation and the
Importance of Responding to Online Reviews

 

   Between March 2017 and March 2018, 
online reviews of U.S. businesses jumped 
by 66%

   In the same period, online reviews of 
restaurants in the top 10 most reviewed 
categories grew by 64%

   Restaurants are ahead of other industries 
in engaging with guests through online 
reviews and social media

    Restaurants respond to guests at a 46% 
higher rate than all other businesses

Key Findings Include:



Businesses are Getting More Reviews

Hardly a day goes by without a headline about a 
company garnering negative publicity because 
of a guest’s or  customer’s comments shared 
widely via social media. Satisfied or disgruntled, 
increasingly, consumers are airing their opinions 
online—to the benefit or detriment of the 
businesses these customers patronize.

The data gathered and analyzed by Merchant 
Centric and Xenial shows a whopping 66% jump 
in online reviews for U.S. businesses over the past 
year (see graph to the right).
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Online reviews of businesses have increased 
66% in the last year.
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These results are based on analysis of 27 million U.S. businesses
in Merchant Centric’s database.

INTRODUCTION
Online reviews are becoming increasingly important and 
influential, guiding consumers to make decisions about 
where to shop, eat, and do business. Particularly for 
restaurants, operators’ decisions about whether to engage 
with online reviews posted by guests can sometimes 
mean the difference between failure and success. Most 
savvy restaurateurs know (or are quickly becoming aware) 
that engaging with their guests online is crucial to:

 •   Extending the brand experience beyond their 
physical locations

 •  Getting more online reviews
 •  Spreading awareness virally
 •  Getting higher ratings
 •  Satisfying guests
 •  Driving sales

Among other data, Xenial and Merchant Centric wanted to 
discover:

 •   Which are the top 10 most reviewed restaurant 
categories?

 •   Which of the top 10 most reviewed restaurants 
categories are getting the most reviews?

 •   What kinds of online responses are typical 
across all businesses and among restaurants 
specifically?

Xenial and Merchant Centric reviewed the extensive 
data available in the Merchant Centric database. It is a 

proprietary collection of consumer ratings and reviews for 
over 25 million business locations that have appeared on 
top search, social and reviews sites. Highlights of the data 
set used for this research include: 
 •  27 Million U.S. businesses
 •   218 million online reviews for 942,498 

restaurants with reviews
 •   141 million reviews for 501,363 restaurants in 

the top 10 reviewed restaurant categories



Restaurants Recognize the Importance of Staying 
Engaged with Customers Online

Restaurants realize how important it is to engage with 
guests online. This may take the form of responding
to critiques on Facebook or low star reviews on sites
such as TripAdvisor or Yelp. Restaurants are definitely on 
the forefront of leveraging guest outreach. From March 
2017 – March 2018 alone, there was a 29% increase in
the rate of restaurants responding to online reviews (see 
graph below).

Restaurants Are More Proactive With Online Review 
Responses Than Other Businesses 

According to the research data, the restaurant industry is 
far more proactive in responding to guests’ online reviews. 
In fact, a growing number of restaurants recognize the 
importance of replying to guests’ online reviews. Forty-one 
percent of restaurants with reviews are already engaging, 
which is a considerably higher rate than for all other types 
of business. Overall, restaurants respond to guests at a 
46% higher rate than all other business (see graph below). 
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Restaurant responses based on more than 141 million reviews for 501,363 restaurants that constitute the 
Top 10 Most Reviewed Categories of Restaurants based on the Merchant Centric database.

10 Most Reviewed Restaurant Categories

Top ten restaurant categories and their frequency of guest engagement.

Restaurant
category

Review
index

Percent of
all reviews

Percent of all
restaurants in top 10

Steakhouse 2.1 6% 3%
Seafood 1.8 10% 5%
American 1.6 31% 19%
Sushi 1.6 4% 2%
Italian 1.1 9% 8%
Burgers 1.0 5% 5%
Mexican 0.9 14% 16%
Barbeque 0.8 4% 6%
Chinese 0.5 5% 10%
Pizza 0.5 12% 26%

Data on Restaurant Reviews by Category based on more than 218 million reviews
for 942,498 restaurants with reviews, 2018 Merchant Centric Database.

1Guest engagement is relative to guests leaving reviews, relative to other categories,
not the rate at which these businesses are responding.



Additional Factors Underscoring the
Importance of Online Review Engagement
When it comes to choosing a restaurant, consumers are 
relying on online reviews and social media for recommen-
dations. And the impact of those reviews has a more palpa-
ble effect: a one-star bump in a Yelp rating can translate into 
a 5- to 9-percent increase in revenue, according to a report 
in Harvard Business Review.

Reviews are especially powerful because people consider 
them reliable, and mobile access has made them ubiq-
uitous. According to ReportLinker, 78 percent of people 
believe online reviews about businesses are reliable—many 
of them as trustworthy as a friend’s opinion.

Conclusions/Recommendations
An online review is the modern version of word-of-mouth, 
and the internet has extended its reach far beyond any 
individual’s circle of acquaintances. Today, a single review or 
post on a social media platform like Facebook, TripAdvisor 
or Google can reach hundreds, thousands, even millions 
of users. One good—or bad—experience can have a viral 
impact on a business, its revenue, and even its eventual 
success or demise.

With so many guests making contact with businesses 
through online reviews, success demands that business 
owners and managers make an effort to stay engaged with 
their current and potential audiences. Businesses can no 
longer afford to be passive participants in social media; 
they need to interact with consumers who are posting 

reviews—both good and bad—on review sites, search sites 
and other social media channels that consumers rely on. 

In this day and age, it’s no surprise how many companies 
are responding to online reviews or other social media 
comments regularly. Since guests expect a reply, clearly, 
the shrinking few that do not engage with their guests 
online will find that their guests will leave them behind.  

Restaurants that are lax about online reputation cannot 
remain so. The potential to capture additional revenue is a 
compelling reason to engage more frequently. Companies 
that do a good job of engaging on social media stand out. 
They also build their brand and the health of their business.

Extending one’s brand experience beyond the physical 
location by embracing online reputation as a powerful 
marketing tool is a smart move for any restaurant, or for 
any business, for that matter.

Methodology
Merchant Centric database is a proprietary collection of 
consumer ratings and reviews for over 27 million business 
locations that have appeared on top search, social and 
reviews sites. Merchant Centric has been collecting data 
since 2010 and has a patent on how it identifies business 
categories and organizes the ratings and reviews. Using 
the collected data, each month Merchant Centric counts 
reviews and responses for all businesses down to the 
category level.



Need Help Managing Your Business’ Social 
Reputation? Xenial Can Help.
Restaurant owners, managers, and marketers use Xenial 
Social Reputation Management to engage with online 
reviews–and the customers writing these reviews–on sites 
like Yelp, Trip Advisor, Facebook, and Google. No more sign-
ing into 3, 5, or a dozen separate sites. With Xenial Social 
Reputation Management, we put all your reviews–for one 
store or many–into a single place, alongside competitors’ 
reviews and reputation scores. 

Talk About Insights! And Time Savings!
You can respond from within the dashboard, and we even 
give you recommended responses to save you more time.

Social Reputation Management is part of Xenial Analytics 
with Customer Intelligence. In addition to these powerful 
social reputation management tools, you’ll get access to:

 •    Traffic patterns so you see if your marketing 
and advertising efforts are moving the needle

 •  Insights into the impact of weather on sales
 •   Local Market Intelligence for insights into 

demographics, zip codes, and spend

Want to know more? Contact your Xenial Sales Rep or Mike Todd at
mike.todd@xenial.com or 865-414-8423.


