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The Hotel Competitor Analysis Tool (H-CAT): A Strategic Positioning
Tool for Managers

Abstract
he hotel competitor analysis tool (H-CAT) is an Excel® spreadsheet designed to help managers make strategic
comparisons between competing hotels on critical success factors. The tool permits hotel executive teams to
assess direct competitors and then use the results to inform future planning initiatives to change or enhance
organizational performance. The formatted worksheets allow strategists to compare their hotel to competitors,
but to also examine and make supplemental comparisons of rooms inventory, various food and beverage
outlets, or other revenue units of the hotel that would benefit from competitive comparisons. This report
describes the steps necessary to conduct a competitive analysis, although the spreadsheet is designed to be
self-explanatory and easy to use. The goal of the competitor analysis tool is to help hotel operators improve
key elements of their operation by making meaningful comparisons and then exploring areas of strength and
weakness.

Keywords
Cornell, tools, hotels, competition, revenue

Disciplines
Hospitality Administration and Management

Comments
Required Publisher Statement

© Cornell University. This report may not be reproduced or distributed without the express permission of the
publisher.

This article is available at The Scholarly Commons: http://scholarship.sha.cornell.edu/chrtools/18

http://www.cornell.edu/
http://scholarship.sha.cornell.edu/chrtools/18?utm_source=scholarship.sha.cornell.edu%2Fchrtools%2F18&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


www.chr.cornell.edu

Vol. 2 No. 3,  September 2011

The Hotel Competitor Analysis Tool (H-CAT):
A Strategic Tool for Managers

by Cathy A. Enz, Ph.D., and Gary M. Thompson, Ph.D. 

Cornell Hospitality Tools



The Robert A. and Jan M. Beck Center at Cornell University

Cornell Tools for Hospitality Industry,  
Vol. 2, No. 3  (September 2011)

© 2011 Cornell University

Cornell Hospitality Report is produced for 
the benefit of the hospitality industry by  
The Center for Hospitality Research at 
Cornell University

Rohit Verma, Executive Director
Jennifer Macera, Associate Director
Glenn Withiam, Director of Publications

Center for Hospitality Research
Cornell University 
School of Hotel Administration
489 Statler Hall
Ithaca, NY 14853

Phone: 607-255-9780
Fax: 607-254-2922
www.chr.cornell.edu

Back cover photo by permission of The Cornellian and Jeff Wang.

Advisory Board

Niklas Andréen, Group Vice President Global Hospitality & 
Partner Marketing, Travelport GDS

Ra’anan Ben-Zur, Chief Executive Officer, French Quarter 
Holdings, Inc.

Scott Berman, Principal, Real Estate Business Advisory 
Services, Industry Leader, Hospitality & Leisure, 
PricewaterhouseCoopers

Raymond Bickson, Managing Director and Chief Executive 
Officer, Taj Group of Hotels, Resorts, and Palaces

Stephen C. Brandman, Co-Owner, Thompson Hotels, Inc.
Raj Chandnani, Vice President, Director of Strategy, WATG
Benjamin J. “Patrick” Denihan, Chief Executive Officer, 

Denihan Hospitality Group
Brian Ferguson, Vice President, Supply Strategy and Analysis, 

Expedia North America
Chuck Floyd, Chief Operating Officer–North America, 

Hyatt
Gregg Gilman, Partner, Co-Chair, Employment Practices, 

Davis & Gilbert LLP

Tim Gordon, Senior Vice President, Hotels, priceline.com
Susan Helstab, EVP Corporate Marketing, 

Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts
Jeffrey A. Horwitz, Chair, Lodging + Gaming, and Co-Head, 

Mergers + Acquisitions, Proskauer
Kevin J. Jacobs, Senior Vice President, Corporate Strategy & 

Treasurer, Hilton Worldwide
Kenneth Kahn, President/Owner, LRP Publications
Kirk Kinsell, President of Europe, Middle East, and Africa, 

InterContinental Hotels Group
Radhika Kulkarni, Ph.D., VP of Advanced Analytics R&D, 

SAS Institute
Gerald Lawless, Executive Chairman, Jumeirah Group
Mark V. Lomanno, CEO, Smith Travel Research
Betsy MacDonald, Managing Director, HVS Global Hospitality 

Services
David Meltzer, Senior Vice President, Global Business 

Development, Sabre Hospitality Solutions
William F. Minnock III, Senior Vice President, Global 

Operations Deployment and Program Management, 
Marriott International, Inc. 

Mike Montanari, VP, Strategic Accounts, Sales - Sales 
Management, Schneider Electric North America

Shane O’Flaherty, President and CEO, Forbes Travel Guide
Thomas Parham, Senior Vice President and General Manager, 

Philips Hospitality Americas
Chris Proulx, CEO, eCornell & Executive Education
Carolyn D. Richmond, Partner, Hospitality Practice, Fox 

Rothschild LLP
Susan Robertson, CAE, EVP of ASAE (501(c)6) & President of 

the ASAE Foundation (501(c)3), ASAE Foundation
Steve Russell, Chief People Officer, Senior VP, Human 

Resources, McDonald’s USA
Michele Sarkisian, Senior Vice President, Maritz
Janice L. Schnabel, Managing Director and Gaming Practice 

Leader, Marsh’s Hospitality and Gaming Practice
Trip Schneck, Managing Partner, District Hospitality Partners
K. Vijayaraghavan, Chief Executive, Sathguru Management 

Consultants (P) Ltd.
Adam Weissenberg, Vice Chairman, and U.S. Tourism, 

Hospitality & Leisure Leader, Deloitte & Touche USA LLP

http://http://www.hotelschool.cornell.edu/industry/executive/


Thank you to our generous Corporate Members

Friends
Berkshire Healthcare • Center for Advanced Retail Technology • Cruise Industry News • DK Shifflet & Associates 
• ehotelier.com • EyeforTravel • 4Hoteliers.com • Gerencia de Hoteles & Restaurantes • Global Hospitality 
Resources • Hospitality Financial and Technological Professionals • hospitalityInside.com • hospitalitynet.org • 
Hospitality Technology Magazine • HotelExecutive.com • International CHRIE • International Hotel Conference 
• International Society of Hospitality Consultants • iPerceptions • JDA Software Group, Inc. • J.D. Power and 
Associates • The Lodging Conference • Lodging Hospitality • Lodging Magazine • LRA Worldwide, Inc. • 
Milestone Internet Marketing • MindFolio • Mindshare Technologies • PhoCusWright Inc. • PKF Hospitality 
Research • Resort and Recreation Magazine • The Resort Trades • RestaurantEdge.com • Shibata Publishing Co. 
• Synovate • The TravelCom Network • Travel + Hospitality Group • UniFocus • USA Today • WageWatch, Inc. • 
The Wall Street Journal • WIWIH.COM • Wyndham Worldwide

Partners
Davis & Gilbert LLP 
Deloitte & Touche USA LLP
Denihan Hospitality Group
eCornell & Executive Education
Expedia, Inc. 
Forbes Travel Guide
Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts 
Fox Rothschild LLP 
French Quarter Holdings, Inc. 
HVS  
Hyatt 
InterContinental Hotels Group 
Jumeirah Group
LRP Publications
Marriott International, Inc.
Marsh’s Hospitality Practice 
Maritz
priceline.com
PricewaterhouseCoopers
Proskauer 
Sabre Hospitality Solutions
Sathguru Management Consultants (P) Ltd. 
Schneider Electric 
Thayer Lodging Group 
Thompson Hotels
Travelport
WATG

Senior Partners
ASAE Foundation
Carlson Hotels
Hilton Worldwide
McDonald’s USA
Philips Hospitality
SAS
STR
Taj Hotels Resorts and Palaces



4	 The	Center	for	Hospitality	Research	•	Cornell	University

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

T
he	hotel	competitor	analysis	tool	(H-CAT)	is	an	Excel®	spreadsheet	designed	to	help	managers	
make	 strategic	 comparisons	 between	 competing	 hotels	 on	 critical	 success	 factors.	 The	 tool	
permits	hotel	executive	teams	to	assess	direct	competitors	and	then	use	the	results	to	inform	
future	 planning	 initiatives	 to	 change	 or	 enhance	 organizational	 performance.	 The	 formatted	

worksheets	 allow	 strategists	 to	 compare	 their	 hotel	 to	 competitors,	 but	 to	 also	 examine	 and	 make	
supplemental	comparisons	of	rooms	inventory,	various	food	and	beverage	outlets,	or	other	revenue	
units	of	the	hotel	 that	would	benefit	from	competitive	comparisons.	This	report	describes	the	steps	
necessary	to	conduct	a	competitive	analysis,	although	the	spreadsheet	is	designed	to	be	self-explanatory	
and	easy	to	use.	The	goal	of	the	competitor	analysis	tool	is	to	help	hotel	operators	improve	key	elements	
of	 their	 operation	 by	 making	 meaningful	 comparisons	 and	 then	 exploring	 areas	 of	 strength	 and	
weakness.

The	Hotel	Competitor	
Analysis	Tool	(H-CAT):	

by	Cathy	A.	Enz	and	Gary	M.	Thompson

A Strategic Positioning Tool for Managers
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CORNELL TOOLS FOR THE HOSPITALITY INDUSTRY

U
nderstanding	your	competition	is	critical	to	predicting	their	future	strategies,	and	essential	
before	 making	 strategic	 moves	 that	 may	 evoke	 aggressive	 responses.	 To	 evaluate	 the	
seriousness	 of	 a	 potential	 challenge	 from	 competitors	 you	 must	 examine	 their	 critical	
resources	and	capabilities.	Depending	on	these	capabilities	your	rivals	may	threaten	your	

market	position.	Strategic	planning	helps	management	envision	a	 future	direction	and	develop	 the	
goals	and	strategies	to	reach	that	end.1	Competitor	analysis	is	one	element	of	this	strategic	planning	
process.	A	diagnosis	of	key	competitors	allows	managers	to	identify,	anticipate,	and	avoid	competitive	
threats	that	might	ultimately	reduce	customer	demand	for	their	products	and	services.	

1	Cathy	A.	Enz,	Hospitality Strategic Management: Concepts and Cases,	2nd	edition	(New	York:	John	Wiley	&	Sons,	2010).		

The	Hotel	Competitor	Analysis	
Tool	(H-CAT):	

A Strategic Positioning Tool for Managers

by	Cathy	A.	Enz	and	Gary	M.	Thompson
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To	help	hotel	managers	understand	their	competition	we	
have	devised	a	simple	and	clear	way	to	monitor	and	evalu-
ate	rivals,	which	we	call	the	hotel	competitor	analysis	tool	
(H-CAT).	H-CAT	is	a	spreadsheet	that	calculates	absolute	
and	comparative	capability	scores	for	up	to	ten	competitors	
of	the	hotel	in	question,	on	up	to	ten	different	factors	critical	
for	success.	The	tool	permits	hotel	executive	teams	to	assess	
direct	competitors	and	then	use	the	results	to	inform	future	
planning	initiatives	to	change	or	enhance	organizational	per-
formance.	The	formatted	worksheets	allow	the	strategists	to	
compare	their	hotel	to	other	properties,	but	to	also	examine	
and	make	five	supplemental	comparisons	of	subareas	of	the	

hotel,	such	as	rooms	inventory,	food	and	beverage	outlets,	
or	other	revenue	units	of	the	hotel	that	would	benefit	from	
competitive	comparisons.	We	describe	the	steps	neces-
sary	to	conduct	a	competitive	analysis	here,	although	the	
spreadsheet	is	designed	to	be	self-explanatory	and	easy	to	
use.	The	goal	of	the	competitor	analysis	tool	is	to	help	hotel	
operators	improve	key	elements	of	their	operation	and	
facilitate	future	strategy	development	by	making	meaning-
ful	comparisons	and	then	exploring	areas	of	strength	and	
weakness.	In	this	report	we	discuss	the	steps	in	a	competi-
tor	analysis	and	provide	instructions	and	examples	for	how	
to	use	H-CAT.

Exhibit 1

Identify competitors:	List and summarize your direct competitors. 

Competitor Descriptions—Provide a general description of each competitor

Briefly describe the strengths and weaknesses of these competitors and their market share.

  Name of Competitor Principal Strengths and Weaknesses Estimated Market Share (%) 	

  1

 2

 3



8	 The	Center	for	Hospitality	Research	•	Cornell	University

Identify	Competitors
The	first	step	in	a	competitor	analysis	is	to	identify	your	di-
rect	competitors,	using	a	form	such	as	that	shown	in	Exhibit	
1.	A	competitor	is	any	firm	that	offers	services	or	products	
to	the	same	market	segment	or	customer	group	as	you	do.	
This	may	include	operations	that	appear	to	be	in	a	different	
business	but	supply	similar	needs.	For	example,	your	hotel’s	
fine-dining	establishment	might	directly	compete	with	local	
restaurants	and	your	spa	with	a	local	health	club.	Take	note	
also	that	your	competitor	might	be	located	in	a	different	
market	or	even	a	different	country.	After	you	have	identi-
fied	your	competitors,	the	next	step	is	to	take	some	time	
with	your	management	team	to	discuss	the	strengths	and	
weaknesses	of	these	competitors	and	to	analyze	their	market	
share.	

Once	you	have	identified,	discussed,	and	listed	pos-
sible	competitors,	open	the	H-CAT	spreadsheet	and	click	
on	the	parameters	tab.	List	the	types	of	analysis	you	wish	to	
conduct.	The	first	analysis	is	usually	an	overall	evaluation	of	
the	hotel	in	question.	You	can	then	list	up	to	five	additional	
analytical	targets.	For	example,	you	might	wish	to	conduct	
an	analysis	of	your	spa	or	golf	facilities,	your	meeting	spaces,	
or	different	food	and	beverage	outlets,	or	perhaps	you	wish	
to	separate	your	rooms	inventory	and	conduct	different	
analysis	based	on	room	size,	amenities,	or	views.	After	list-
ing	up	to	five	sub-analyses,	enter	the	name	of	up	to	10	com-
petitors	for	each	analysis.	Keep	in	mind	that	you	may	wish	
to	identify	different	competitors	in	your	sub-group	analysis	
than	you	identified	for	the	overall	analysis.	Once	you’ve	
listed	the	analyses	and	competitors,	click	the	gray	button	
titled,	“Click	to	Proceed,	after	specifying	information	above.”	
You	will	notice	that	you	now	have	a	tab	at	the	bottom	of	

Exhibit 2: List of Competitors for Three Different Analyses

Exhibit 2

List of competitor for three different analyses

the	spreadsheet	for	the	overall	analysis	and	each	additional	
sub-analysis.	As	an	example,	Exhibit	2	shows	three	different	
analyses	for	luxury	hotels	in	New	York	City.	

(2)	Entering	Data	for	the	H-CAT	Analysis
1. Identify critical success factors. Critical	success	factors	
(CFSs)	are	those	activities	that	a	company	must	do	well	to	
be	successful.	Click	on	the	“overall”	tab	and	you	will	see	
that	the	H-CAT	spreadsheet	begins	by	asking	you	to	select	
the	factors	that	are	most	critical	to	success	for	you	and	your	
competitors.	You	should	identify	between	six	and	ten	differ-
ent	factors.	Exhibit	3	provides	a	list	of	possible	hotel	critical	
success	factors	based	on	the	relatively	limited	research	that	
has	been	conducted	in	hospitality	contexts.2	This	list	may	
help	you	to	think	about	the	factors	you	believe	to	be	critical.

2. Weight each critical success factor. As	you	see,	
H-CAT	allows	you	to	select	between	three	and	ten	critical	
success	factors	on	which	to	base	your	analysis.	Considering	
too	few	or	too	many	factors	makes	your	analysis	less	effec-
tive,	so	be	sure	to	select	an	appropriate	number	of	factors	
that	are	truly	important.	Once	the	critical	success	factors	are	
identified	and	listed,	assign	a	weight	to	each	factor.	Weights	
represent	the	relative	importance	you	attach	to	a	given	fac-
tor.	Try	not	to	give	your	CFSs	all	the	same	weight,	but	do	
allocate	weights	so	that	they	sum	to	100	percent.	The	tool	
will	let	you	know	if	you	have	not	correctly	assigned	weights.	
Exhibit	4	is	an	example	of	a	hotel	that	has	identified	five	

2	For	example,	see:	B.	Brotherton,	“Critical	Success	Factors	in	UK	Budget	
Hotel	Operations,” International Journal of Operations & Production 
Management,	Vol.	24,	No.	9	(2004),	pp.	944-969;	and	A.	Neal	Geller,	

“Tracking	the	Critical	Success	Factors	for	Hotel	Companies,”	Cornell Hotel 
and Restaurant Administration Quarterly,	Vol.	25,	No.	4	(February	1985),	
pp.	76-81.
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CFSs	with	weights	summing	to	100	percent.	To	determine	
how	to	assign	weights	you	might	wish	to	discuss	various	
factors	with	your	team.	For	example,	in	Exhibit	4,	location	
is	given	a	weight	of	18,	while	cleanliness	is	given	a	weight	of	
23.	Of	the	five	CSFs	in	the	example,	cleanliness	is	considered	
most	critical	while	value	price	is	least	critical.

3. Rate your hotel and each competitor. After	estab-
lishing	the	CFSs,	rate	each	of	the	competitors	you	identified	
using	the	scale	of	0	=	very	weak	to	10	=	very	strong.	Your	
ratings	should	reflect	your	own	best	judgment.	While	these	
rating	are	clearly	subjective	in	nature,	remember	your	goal	is	
to	stimulate	strategic	thinking.	Exhibit	5	shows	an	example	
of	the	ratings	provided	for	each	competitor.	In	this	example,	
Value	Inn	is	ranked	7	on	the	10-point	scale,	or	above	average,	
on	the	location	dimension,	while	Checkers	Inn	is	rated	5,	
indicating	an	average	location.	Thus,	that	score	is	relatively	
weaker	than	the	other,	better	located	property.	

(3)	Interpreting	Your	H-CAT	Scores
H-CAT	converts	your	rankings	into	scores	that	are	provided	
for	your	own	hotel	and	each	competitor	on	each	of	the	criti-
cal	success	factors.	Color-coding	helps	reveal	high	scores	
(green)	and	separates	them	from	low	scores	(red)	and	mid-
dle	scores	(yellow).	Exhibit	6	shows	a	completed	competitor	
profile	analysis.	In	the	example,	Value	Inn	has	a	score	of	126	
on	location,	a	green	high	score,	which	compares	favorably	to	
the	Budget	Inn	competitor,	which	has	a	low	score	of	90	on	
this	dimension.	

H-CAT	provides	three	summary	scores:	an	absolute	
percentage	score,	a	relative	percentage	score,	and	a	ranking.	
The	absolute	or	real	percentage	score	gives	you	each	hotel’s	
true	score	based	on	the	weights	and	rankings	you	provided.	

Exhibit 3

Possible hotel critical success factors

• Added-value facilities in guest rooms

• Central sales or reservation system

• Choice of room type for guests

• Consistent accommodation standards

• Consistent service standards

• Convenient locations

• Corporate contracts

• Customer loyalty and repeat business

• Customer surveys and feedback

• Design and look of guest bedrooms

• Disciplined operational controls

• Efficiency of guest service

• Geographic coverage of hotel network

• Good value restaurants

• Guest bedroom comfort level

• Guest security

• Gust recognition

• Hygiene and cleanliness

• Low prices

• Operational flexibility and responsiveness

• Quality audits

• Quality standards

• Responsiveness to customer demands

• Size of guest bedrooms

• Size of hotel network

• Speed of guest service

• Staff empowerment

• Staff recruitment and selection

• Staff training

• Standardized hotel design

• Strong brand differentiation

• Value for money accommodation

• Warmth of guest welcome

 Source: Bob Brotherton, “Critical Success Factors in UK Budget Hotel Operations,” 
International Journal of Operations & Production Management, Vol. 24, No. 9 (2004), 
pp. 944-969.

1 | P a g e

Exhibit 4: Example of Critical Success Factors and Weights
Exhibit 4

Example of critical success factors and weights
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Exhibit 5

Ranking hotels on each critical success factor

 Note: Scale values range from 0 = very weak to 10 = very strong, with 5 = average.

Exhibit 6

Completed competitor profile

In	contrast,	the	relative	percentage	score	gives	a	value	for	
your	hotel	relative	to	the	other	competitors.	This	score	al-
lows	you	to	compare	your	hotel	to	the	selected	competitors.	
Take	Checkers	Inn	in	Exhibit	6,	for	example.	Checkers	has	
an	absolute	score	of	67.4	percent,	but	a	strong	relative	score	

of	100	percent.	To	interpret	these	scores	we	would	say	that	
Checkers	has	plenty	of	room	for	improvement	but	is	the	best	
of	the	six	hotels	based	on	the	CSFs	in	the	competitive	analy-
sis.	From	the	ranking	of	hotels	you	can	also	see	that	Checkers	
is	ranked	#1.
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The	final	tab	of	the	H-CAT	provides	a	summary	of	all	
the	separate	analyses.	Exhibit	7	shows	an	overall	competitor	
analysis	and	the	summary	results	for	a	hotel	called	The	Pal-
ace	and	its	seven	competitors.	The	summary	tab	shows	the	
absolute	percentage	score	for	your	hotel	and	compares	your	
score	to	the	top	competitor.	In	the	example,	The	Palace	and	
its	top	competitor	are	listed	for	each	analysis.	In	addition	to	
an	overall	analysis,	the	supplementary	analyses	include	spas,	
gyms,	meeting	spaces,	fine	dining	outlets,	and	golf	courses.	
The	overall	analysis	absolute	percentage	score	for	The	Palace	
is	46.7	percent,	while	the	top	competitor	is	the	Ocean	View	
with	an	absolute	percentage	score	of	59.3	percent.	While	
each	tab	provides	the	details	for	all	competitors	on	a	given	
element	of	operations	(e.g.,	spa	or	meeting	space),	the	sum-

mary	tab	gives	you	the	final	performance	comparisons,	with	
only	the	top	competitor	listed	for	each	analysis.	

Conducting	a	competitor	analysis	is	one	way	in	which	a	
hotel	can	keep	track	of	those	organizations	that	provide	sim-
ilar	goods	and	services.	To	begin	the	process	of	reflection	on	
your	competitor	analysis,	determine	which	competitors	are	
stronger	than	your	own	hotel	and	which	are	weaker.	Sum-
marize	the	advantages	of	the	different	competitors.	Indicate	
anything	unique	about	your	hotel’s	products	or	services	and	
do	this	for	each	competitor.	Ask	yourself	how	each	competi-
tor	is	likely	to	beat	the	competition	given	their	profile	scores.	
Finally,	consider	the	major	strategic	issues	each	competitor	
must	address	in	light	of	their	scores.

Exhibit 7: Overall Competitor Analysis and Final Summary 

Exhibit 7

Overall competitor analysis and final summary
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Another	criticism	of	the	strategic	planning	process	is	
that	it	is	often	poorly	conceptualized,	political,	and	even	
mechanical,	reducing	the	level	of	real	strategic	thinking.	
H-CAT	requires	thoughtful	use,	since	it	is	only	as	good	as	
the	inputs	you	provide.	Nevertheless,	it	allows	any	manager	
to	systematically	look	at	the	competition,	and	may	serve	as	
a	departure	from	your	existing	process.	Keep	in	mind	that	a	
key	question	after	conducting	a	competitor	analysis	is,	how	
will	the	competition	respond	to	your	strategic	initiatives?	By	
first	conducting	a	competitor	analysis	it	is	easier	to	see	the	
likely	changes	and	responses	the	competition	is	willing	and	
able	to	initiate.	n

Final	Thoughts
One	issue	that	we	want	to	raise	is	that	the	planning	process	
often	unfortunately	seems	to	be	reserved	for	senior	manage-
ment	and	fails	to	engage	lower-level	hotel	managers	in	the	
analysis.	However,	by	using	H-CAT	in	meetings	with	depart-
ment	managers,	and	by	conducting	sub-analyses	for	different	
food	and	beverage	outlets	or	revenue	producing	areas,	more	
managers	can	be	drawn	into	the	process	and	encouraged	to	
think	strategically	about	likely	competitor	moves	and	coun-
termoves.	Since	day-to-day	decisions	that	shape	the	future	of	
the	hotel	are	often	made	by	lower	level	managers,	this	tool	is	
a	simple	and	easy	way	to	help	engage	lower-level	managers	
in	competitor	analysis.
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