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Abstract: Quality standards are an integral part of achieving a world-class competitive tourism 
industry in Tonga. Developing an accreditation framework for the accommodation business 
is part of a range of interventions designed to improve the outcomes for tourism in Tonga. 
The current minimum standards do not prepare or incentivise the accommodation  business 
to improve, and whilst they are a useful building block, it is now timely to develop a more 
integrated and sustained approach to reflect and improve the quality of accommodation.  
After a number of individual meetings and wider stakeholder consultations with industry, the 
consensus made was to develop a star rating system (ranging from 1 to 5 stars). Stakeholders 
also highlighted that the proposed Tonga Accommodation Star Rating System should apply to 
all accommodation facilities once they are licensed under the Tourist Act. The introduction of 
this system will support the development needs of the tourism industry, whilst also providing 
visitors with appropriate expectations about the level of service and facility they will receive. 
This strategy was adopted not only to ensure integrity, and also because it can be easily 
understood and administered to other Pacific nations. 
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Introduction

Classification systems for accommodations are a common practice globally; however, 
there have not been many studies that looked at analysing these frameworks (López 
& Serrano, 2004).  Historically, studies have explored the connection between the 
characteristics identified by customers when they choose an accommodation, and 
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the features offered by the hotel’s star rating (Callan, 1998; Callan, 1999). Israeli and 
Uriely (2000) and Israeli (2002) who analysed the relationship between star rating 
and value concluded that star rating systems are a decent indicator of value and 
quality. More recent research has centred on investigating different features of star 
rating systems including the importance of incorporating environmental features 
(García-Pozo, Sánchez-Ollero & Marchante-Mera, 2013), the relationship between 
quality and price (Abratea, Caprielloa & Fraquellia, 2011) and whether stars are 
actually a good indicator of quality (Núñez-Serranoa, Turrióna & Velázquez, 2014). 
However, there has not been much research on the development of national and 
regional star rating systems or whether tourism industry stakeholders support such 
systems.

Tourism is the largest foreign exchange earner in Tonga and Tonga relies heavily 
on its tourism products to attract international travellers from around the globe. 
A major concern for tourism development in Tonga is the growing expectations 
of visitors for quality accommodation. An accredited star rating system provides 
assurance to potential tourists travelling to Tonga that the accommodation they have 
booked will meet a benchmarked level of quality. The main innovative feature of this 
paper is the development of a star rating system template that can be applied to the 
tourism accommodation sector of Tonga and other Pacific nations through a regional 
approach. Another feature of this paper is the assessment of stakeholder perceptions 
towards the development of a quality assurance program in Tonga. 

Literature Review

Star Rating Systems

There is a large volume of information on accommodation, facilities and services 
available to tourists. Tourists can access this wealth of information through a wide 
range of platforms including brochures, websites, guidebooks and advertisements. 
Therefore, the chief objective of quality assurance systems is to provide a structured 
resource for tourists to make informed decisions regarding tourism accommodation 
and facilities on the basis of value for money (World Tourism Organisation, 2015). 
Traditionally, quality standards accreditation programmes or star rating systems are 
a respectable indicator of quality, where quality is defined as sufficiently meeting 
customer expectations and requirements (López & Serrano, 2004). Quality standards 
accreditation programmes indicate a tangible obligation of businesses to specific 
service levels, with a high star rating indicating good quality establishment that can 
therefore demand a better price tag. 

Accommodation providers listed in commercial guidebooks and that are high-
profile are more likely to adhere to quality assurance programs, thus achieving a 
competitive marketing advantage in the local market (Núñez-Serranoa, Turrióna 
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& Velázquez, 2014). For tourism businesses, quality standard systems can help to 
enhance their image, function as a marketing platform, expand their networking, and 
may be used as a mechanism to address issues of quality and sustainability (World 
Tourism Organisation, 2015). Tourism stakeholders are not always supportive of 
rating systems as it requires a certain level commitment to innovation and time 
to improve practices and standards. Furthermore, implementing and maintaining a 
quality assurance programme requires large amounts of financial investment.  

There are no international standards for accommodation star ratings, with most 
establishments using a rating system either managed by an industry association or 
developed by a tourism-related board. In Europe, there is a myriad of accommodation 
star rating systems with conflicting evaluation performance criteria, creating 
complications in quality control and comparability. The United Kingdom (UK) 
should be commended for their common approach to developing a universal star 
rating system. This has ensured that the national tourism organisations of UK and 
Scotland, the Wales Tourist Board and the Automobile Association of UK all use the 
same common standards for Hotel, Budget Hotel and Bed and Breakfast categories. 
Previously, different criteria were used, often resulting in the same accommodation 
business getting a different star rating from different classifiers. The different 
classifiers, however, also practice additional awards for other categories like food, 
comfort and service (Automobile Association, 2014). 

Star Rating Systems in the South Pacific

The main tourist markets to Tonga are from New Zealand and Australia; therefore 
a review of the source countries’ star standards is an important consideration to the 
development of this programme. The Australian star rating scheme is owned and 
administered by the Australian Automobile Association (AAA). This system dates 
back to 1915 when motoring groups in Australia gave their members information 
on properties available for accommodation. In 1963, an official star rating system 
was developed, and in the 1980s and 1990s, new categories including caravan parks, 
bed and breakfast, serviced apartments and guest houses were added. A points-
based system is used to score facilities and services. This inventory counting system 
is generally favoured in litigious marketplaces and is not designed to significantly 
build the capability of an industry. The star rating is based on scores accumulated 
in three areas: 1) services and facilities, 2) cleanliness, and 3) quality and condition 
(Australian Automotive Association, 2014). Each area has a different weighting 
system, and percentage bands are different for each area. A consumer importance 
weighting index is also applied which establishes an importance value to the different 
facilities. Minimum requirements were removed with the overall result determining 
the star rating. The AAA’s rating system was reviewed again in 2011, and the scoring 
system was modified based on consumer research about what consumers valued.
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The New Zealand star rating scheme is administered by Qualmark New Zealand. 
Similar to Australia, the New Zealand Automobile Association has been publishing 
information about properties since the 1940s. In 1993, Qualmark New Zealand was 
formed as a joint venture between the Automobile Association, the New Zealand 
Tourism Board, and Tourism New Zealand. New categories were introduced, and in 
2001, new criteria were added. In 2008, a new criteria related to the environment, 
responsible tourism was developed. In 2011, criteria and audit methodologies were 
reviewed and changed to give businesses more say on the way they were audited 
(Qualmark, 2012). The criteria are based on a number of statements that follow 
the Keno model of quality function deployment. The Keno model indicates that 
there are three types of needs: basic needs, performance needs and excitement needs 
(Liu, 2006). The Qualmark system is based on having statements divided into three 
columns. The more statements that are ticked, the greater the score for that area. 
Minimum requirements must also be met to achieve a star rating (Qualmark, 2012). 

Sustainability and Star Rating Systems

Environmental and sustainable considerations are also an integral component for any 
tourism business. An increasing number of environmental certifications exist, and it 
is generally accepted that future tourists will increasingly look for destinations and 
businesses that demonstrate that they are environmentally and socially responsible. 
García-Pozo et al. (2013) highlighted that customers positively value the application 
of environmentally sustainable measures and are prepared to pay a premium price. No 
global standards have yet been agreed; however, considerable work has been done by 
United Nations that supports the Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC). The 
GSTC published their environmental-based criteria in 2008, and now operates an 
accreditation scheme to certify agencies that use the GSTC criteria. The GSTC has an 
accreditation process whereby it will accredit the certifying body, which will then assess 
the businesses for compliance to this standard. Costs vary and the process takes place 
anywhere between 9 to 18 months (Global Sustainable Tourism Council, 2010). 

Case Study: Tonga

Tonga is located south of Western Samoa, in the South Pacific Ocean, and roughly two-
thirds of the way from Hawaii to New Zealand (Figure 1). Tonga’s 176 islands attract 
tourists for its uncrowded beautiful natural environment and relaxed atmosphere, 
where visitors can enjoy an authentic mix of centuries-old culture, history and unique 
wildlife. Tourism is Tonga’s principal foreign exchange earner, larger than any other 
industry, valued at T$58 million in 2010 (Reserve Bank of Tonga, 2011). Tourism is 
now the chief contributor to their gross domestic product, growing from 6% in 2001 
to approximately 27% in 2011 (Ministry of Finance, 2011).
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Figure 1. Map of Tonga (Ministry of Commerce, Tourism and Labour, 2013a, p. 6)

Approximately two-thirds of Tonga’s total international travel market (visitors 
plus residents) is accounted from Australia and New Zealand. In 2013, visitors from 
Australia and New Zealand accounted for around 71% of arrivals and departures 
at Fua’amotu Airport (Figure 2). The remaining 29% visitors were from North 
America (12%), UK and Europe (7%), other Pacific nations (5%) and Asia (4%) 
(Figure 3) (Ministry of Commerce, Tourism and Labour, 2013a). The New Zealand 
and Australian markets have grown steadily while the North American market 
has decreased due to the effects of the Global Financial Crisis. The most recent 
international visitor survey indicated that 44% of tourists visit Tonga for seven to 
ten days and the median age of travellers was 42 years old (Ministry of Commerce, 
Tourism and Labour, 2013b).

 
Figure 2. Tonga tourist arrivals (Ministry of Commerce, Tourism and Labour, 2013a, p. 14)
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Tonga’s tourism industry is relatively undeveloped when compared to its South 
Pacific neighbours of Samoa and the Cook Islands, whereby each receives roughly 
two and a half times more visitors per year than Tonga (Tonga Tourism Association, 
2013). Tonga’s international tourist arrivals increased by 3,000 visitors between the 
years of 2009 and 2012; however, this growth is similar to Samoa that experienced 
an equally insignificant increase over the same time period (World Bank, 2014).  
International tourist demand for Tonga as a tourist destination has slowed over the 
past several years, mainly caused by the recent global recession which seems to have 
affected the island economies more than their larger Pacific neighbours like Australia 
and New Zealand (Ministry of Commerce, Tourism and Labour, 2013a). The overall 
number of air arrivals remains stagnant at 50,000 in the past 3 years (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3. Tourist trends to Pacific nations from 1990-2012 (Ministry of Commerce, 
Tourism and Labour, 2013a, p. 7)

In 2008, the Tongan government’s Strategic Development Plan highlighted the 
tourism sector as a priority area for the economic development of the country and 
identified the importance of linkages between tourism and the community (Ministry 
of Tourism, 2008). Despite these findings, there have been few attempts by academic 
researchers to investigate how these linkages could be enhanced by increasing 
local community participation in the tourism industry. Recent studies related to 
tourism in Tonga have centred on economic significance (Orams, 2013), managerial 
implications (Kessler & Harcourt, 2012) and the sustainability (Kessler, Harcourt & 
Heller, 2013) of the whale watching industry.

Star Rating Systems in Tonga

In 2001, the Tourism Development and Licensing unit of Tonga Visitors Bureau 
introduced a set of minimum standards based on work undertaken to ensure 
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compliance with the growing expectations of visitors (South Pacific Tourism 
Organisation, 2005). In particular, the European Union had passed travel directives 
designed to protect its citizens when travelling abroad. The World Tourism 
Organisation supported the development of programmes designed to improve 
visitor welfare and safety (World Tourism Organisation, 2005). A booklet entitled 
The Minimum Standards for Accommodation Facilities in Tonga was introduced in 
July 2001 and was made mandatory effective 1 January 2002 (South Pacific Tourism 
Organisation, 2005). Applications for accommodation facilities using the prescribed 
form must be accompanied with a Health Regulation certificate and comments 
from the Fire Department on fire safety equipment and training. Five personnel 
representing the Fire, Environmental and Tourism departments will conduct annual 
visits to tourist properties. Standard and optional items are identified, and each 
standard is scored from 1 to 5, with 1 being very poor and 5 being excellent. The 
scores are for the benefit of the assessed  property and are not reflected in a wider 
rating programme. If the business meets the minimum standards, it is accredited 
and granted a tourism licence to operate. Unfortunately, due to resource constraints, 
these visits have not been undertaken in the last few years. 

Methodology

Field research was conducted in three stages. Stage one consisted of stakeholder 
meetings undertaken between 29th April and 10th June 2011; specifically, 29th April 
in Nuku’alofa, after word 8th June in Neiafu, Vava’u and 10th June in Nuku’alofa. 
Informal meetings were selected as the most appropriate qualitative research method 
in Tonga as it suited Pasifika oral traditions and collective thought processes. 
Employing techniques that empower participants assists in identifying important 
issues and leads to more meaningful engagement in the research process (Vaioleti, 
2006). The main objective of the meetings was to develop a quality assurance 
programme that can help improve the standards and quality of facilities in Tonga. 
The discussions focused specifically on benchmarking Tongan tourism facilities 
with other destinations in the South Pacific, using Qualmark in New Zealand as 
an industry best practice. The meetings were attended by relevant stakeholders in 
the Tonga’s tourism and travel industry as well as key government ministers, heads 
of department and senior officials. Industry stakeholders were identified through 
the Ministry of Tourism and Commerce database that issues tourism licenses to 
Tongan tourism business operators. The researchers manually recorded responses 
from attendees at the meetings.

In stage two, all the tourism facilities in the main centres of Tonga (Eua, 
Haapai, Vavau, and Tongatapu) were surveyed. Altogether, 92 tourism facilities were 
inspected over a three month period. Stage three of the study comprised a follow-up 
consultation with the same stakeholders where the first working draft for Tonga’s star 
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rating system was presented. The stakeholders were asked to submit their feedback 
on the draft. The feedback was discussed and relevant suggestions were incorporated 
into the final draft. The subsequent data analysis consisted of grouping themes raised 
in the meetings and discussions. These themes were then investigated in more detail 
and integrated into the development of the Tongan tourism star rating system. 

Findings

There was overwhelming support from stakeholders to implement a star rating system 
that would measure facilities, service and business practices, including sustainable 
practices. The stakeholders however, did voice concerns over the cost to each facility 
and the frequency of assessments. They also sought clarification on how assessments 
would be carried out and the criteria to be applied to each category. Ministers and 
key government officials were very supportive of the project and wanted to see it 
implemented as soon as possible. Departments such as Public Health, Police, Fire 
and Trading Licence Authority indicated that although they have their own legal 
requirements to follow and minimum standards to monitor, the main problem that 
they face is budget constraints, and consequently, they will be unable to embark 
on regular inspections. It was noted that the last inspection visit from any of these 
relevant departments to tourism properties was carried out more than two years ago. 
At the final consultation meetings, the team put forward a star rating system that may 
be appropriate for Tonga. There was a general consensus from all the stakeholders 
that this exercise be implemented urgently as they would like to see some tangible 
benefits.

A star rating system called “Tonga Mark” that measures facilities, service and 
business practices was successfully developed to support quality and standards for 
Tongan tourism accommodation businesses (Figure 4). The system covers four 
categories : hotels, resorts, apartments (includes motels) and guesthouses (includes 
backpacker hostel, bungalow, and fale) allowing a range of tourism accommodation 
providers to be included. The star rating for Tonga accommodations is determined 
by an annual on-site audit, conducted by trained auditors. The star rating is based 
on an assessment of 50 items that are scored 1 to 5: 1= acceptable; 2= good; 3= 
very good; 4= excellent and 5 = exceptional, with a maximum score of 250 points. 
The score achieved is then known as the Tonga Mark star rating. A set of minimum 
standards were incorporated into the one star level with a time period allocated to 
address the minimum requirements. If a business fails to achieve this level, then 
the tourism licence will not be issued. The star rating system is designed to provide 
written and verbal feedback to the business. This will build the proprietors’ capability 
and assist them with service and facility improvement. 
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Figure 4. The Tonga Mark star rating system

The Tonga Mark five bands are based on best practices, and whilst many 
international rating systems have complex internal rules (such as marginal zones 
and minimum levels), the purpose of this system is to keep it simple, easy to 
understand and administer. An accommodation facility with one star rating would 
have acceptable standards of quality, basic, accommodation with limited facilities. A 
two star property will have a good level of accommodation with a moderate range 
of facilities that deliver good value. A three star property will have high-quality 
accommodation and a wide range of very good services and facilities that meet the 
comprehensive needs of their guests. A four star property will have an excellent level 
of accommodation, superior comfort and quality to meet the discerning needs of 
a wide variety of guests. The top band on the Tonga Mark rating system is five 
stars where accommodation will be of an exceptional level, achieving world class 
standards and delivery that exceed all guest expectations.

Conclusion and Limitations

This study examined the perceptions of multiple stakeholders on the development 
of a star rating system for accommodation facilities in the Tongan tourism industry. 
Results reveal that the majority of stakeholders believed the development of a star 
rating system was a positive step forward for the Tongan tourism industry and its 
implementation would be beneficial for local businesses. These findings contribute 
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to the existing body of knowledge associated with tourism and star rating systems 
(Israeli & Uriely, 2000; Israeli, 2002; López & Serrano, 2004; Abratea et al., 2011; 
García-Pozo et al., 2013; Núñez-Serranoa et al., 2014) in providing insights into 
the level of support local stakeholders exhibit for the development of a national 
quality assurance programme. A key finding of this study was that the creation of 
an effective national tourism quality assurance program requires input and support 
from a range of tourism industry stakeholders and it is crucial to have a feedback 
loop (as shown in Figure 4) to allow continual improvement through the experiences 
of local stakeholders.

A major challenge for tourism development in Tonga is in providing high-
quality tourism products that satisfy international visitors’ expectations. This research 
demonstrates that an accredited star rating system provides indications of quality 
across clearly defined accommodation categories and star rating bands. The star 
rating system will permit prospective tourists travelling to Tonga to make informed 
decisions about their preferred resort, motel or guesthouse, allowing accommodation 
expectations to be met. Another challenge for Tonga is using the rating system in 
promotional materials in the hopes of attracting international tourists.  The Tonga 
Mark provides Tonga with a competitive advantage over other Pacific Nations 
as prospective visitors can be assured of the quality of accommodation facilities. 
Unfortunately at the time of writing this paper, there has been limited buy-in from 
stakeholders. However, there are plans to incorporate  the Tonga Mark into the 
official Tonga tourism website and the next edition of their promotional booklet.

This research was limited as the results could not be compared with other 
studies investigating industry support, the development of a star rating system or 
benchmarking with other Pacific nations because this study is the first of its kind 
undertaken in the region. Fiji, Tahiti and New Caledonia all have their own star 
ratings systems; however, they are imported from large global hotel chains such as 
Scenic Hotels and were not developed specifically for their own country. Another 
limitation was that the study developed star rating criteria that was appropriate for 
existing facilities without the consideration of new construction or building codes, 
customer needs and marketing objectives. 

Future Research

Future research should assess other sectors of the tourism industry such as cafes 
and attractions, inclusion of sustainable criteria and the effectiveness of the current 
auditing process for all accommodation business. The inclusion of sustainable 
criteria would give Tongan tourism businesses a unique advantage over other Pacific 
Nations in the medium term. More specifically, there needs to be transparent and 
documentable application, verification and certification procedures (Font, 2002) as 
well as an appeal and complaints process as part of the overall star rating system. 
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Secondary studies are needed to assess the uptake of “Tonga Mark” by government 
and private sector stakeholders and whether or not the development of a star rating 
system was successful in producing an increase in visitor numbers to Tonga. Lastly it 
is hoped that other Pacific nations will employ the “Tonga Mark” template provided 
by this study and create their own customised star rating system with the end goal 
of creating a standardised Pacific-wide quality assurance program for all tourism 
activities and accommodations.

Open Access: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 
License (CC-BY 4.0) which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original author(s) and the source are credited.
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