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Abstract:

We conducted an inductive study of discourse associated with the U.S. 
luxury hotel category, from its beginnings in 1790 through 2015, to 
explain how cultural processes contribute to elite category endurance. 
Analyzing data from historical archives, interviews, and observations, we 
use both qualitative and quantitative methods to reveal how the 
endurance of an elite category is an ongoing cultural accomplishment 
that occurs via periodic redefinition of its symbolic boundary, i.e., the set 
of meanings and practices that distinguish the elite from non-elite. 
Modeling the boundary in terms of semiotic codes of opposition, we find 
that the encoding of the symbolic boundary serves as a temporary 
settlement that conveys both the category’s elite exclusivity and its 
cultural consonance with broader societal beliefs, tastes, and practices. 
Over time, however, with industry and societal changes, heightened 
tensions erupt in the balance between the needs for exclusivity and 
consonance, propelling a redefinition of what it means to be elite. Our 
research extends current theorizations of elite category endurance by 
revealing how the elite symbolic boundary is neither permanent nor 
unassailable; rather, we show how it changes to enable long-term elite 
category endurance. 
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6<10-"7->8140"MB.-Q"R"S529.3J"!+*&T",1/==J"!+*'NG"
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TO:  Professor Andrew Nelson  
FROM: Authors, AMJ-2020-0201.R3 
DATE:  December 2, 2021 
RE:  Response to Editor’s and Reviewers’ comments 
 
Enclosed please find our revised manuscript, “Polishing the Gilt Edge: Elite Category Endurance 
and Symbolic Boundaries in U.S. Luxury Hotels, 1790-2015” (AMJ-2020-0201.R3), that we 
respectfully resubmit for consideration for full acceptance for publication at the Academy of 
Management Journal.  
 
We are very grateful for the opportunity to revise our manuscript once more. Please accept our 
thanks to you and the reviewers for your continued engagement with our paper and for your 
valuable comments and suggestions. Please know that we took each very seriously.  

Below we respond to your comments point-by-point, and we note how our revisions were 
informed by the reviewers’ suggestions, as applicable. Your comments appear in their entirety in 
italicized font, numbered as they were in the original. Below, in regular font, we provide 
explanations about the changes we made in response to each comment.  

1. Model  

All three reviewers express reservations with your model and associated description. In my reading, the core 
concern is that it needs to go even further to explain how and why things happen as they do. For instance, Reviewer 
2 points out that even as you depict “leading” mechanisms at different stages, you don’t really explain why this is 
the case. (Accordingly, s/he offers some helpful advice.) Similarly, Reviewer 3 (P2) wonders whether and how your 
model might be generalized to other settings in which elite categories endure over time (see also R3P3.2). Clarifying 
these mechanisms and boundary conditions might also address some of Reviewer 1’s questions. In particular, s/he 
encourages you to clarify the agency in your model (R1P1) – which obviously ties to the mechanisms – as well as 
some of the dynamics and tensions that you discuss (R1P2-3).  

We devoted a considerable part of our revision efforts to producing an improved model and 
associated explanation of how and why things happen as they do. Our revised model (Figure 6) 
distills the most essential elements of the processes we empirically observed and goes beyond 
our findings to better convey theoretically the recurrent, interconnected nature of processes of 
symbolic boundary settlement and disruption.  

In response to Reviewer 3’s (P2) concerns, we made revisions with the primary aim of 
improving the generalizability of our model. For instance, we removed details related to societal 
and industry repertoires that were specific to our context and their numerous ties with 
mechanisms in the model. This allowed us to better depict how the pathways towards settlement 
also lay the groundwork for threat; as noted in our contributions, we believe this link between 
settlement and disruption to be theoretically generalizable, and thus to advance prior work on 
elite category development and endurance. We account for the core elements of settlement vs. 
disruption that we believe extend beyond this setting, as well. Our model highlights how 
settlement entails a balancing of exclusivity and consonance that sharpens boundaries; as 
repertoires change and these come into tension, the boundary is disrupted, becoming more 
porous and permeable. In line with Reviewer 3’s (P2.2) suggestion, we also considerably 
shortened our description of the model in the text of our manuscript (see pages 33-34), allowing 
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us to focus on discussing what it (and the entire study) contributes (see pages 34-40) and to 
highlight how we believe our findings generalize beyond this setting. This also aided in 
addressing your point 2, as we note below. 

Additionally, and in line with Reviewer 2’s suggestion, we retained our depiction of leading (and 
supporting) mechanisms, but we decluttered our model by fully labeling only the primary 
mechanism in each phase. Then, in our discussion, we further elaborated the purpose and 
functioning of each mechanism. In so doing, we built from R2’s helpful advice to offer greater 
insight to why each of the three mechanisms is suited to lead settlement in a distinct phase of 
category evolution. We believe that this yielded more nuanced and generalizable observations 
about the mechanisms we uncovered, bolstering key contributions of our work. 

As you suggested, clarifying some of these dynamics and interdependencies also led us to deeply 
consider R1’s (P3) comments, especially as they relate to the tension between exclusivity and 
“currency” (now relabeled “cultural consonance”). We decided against R1’s suggestion to 
remove it from the model and instead made changes to address problems with conceptual and 
empirical clarity that we believe precipitated R1’s comments. First, we revised the paper to use 
the term “cultural consonance” instead of “currency”; we believe the former is easier to 
understand based on its use in prior research and that it better reflects what we observed in our 
data. Second, R1’s comments suggested we had positioned the tension between exclusivity and 
consonance too starkly. We carefully edited our findings and discussion to clarify how 
exclusivity and consonance are usually held in balance with one another (in times of symbolic 
boundary settlement). However, as time passes and societal and industry repertoires change, 
tensions heighten between expressions of exclusivity and consonance, leading to disruption and 
propelling redefinition. We believe that these edits address the sources of R1’s confusion and, 
even more importantly, strengthen our theoretical explanation of symbolic boundary settlement 
and disruption. 

Finally, we believe that questions about agency (R1, P1) and category membership (R1, P2), 
though interesting and important, are simply outside the scope of what we can address with our 
findings and in our model. We included a new paragraph to clarify these limitations on pages 42-
43, using them to highlight some particularly promising directions for future research.  

2. Contribution  

I agree with Reviewer 3 that you can further refine your discussion and contribution. I don’t need to repeat their 
points here, but I agree that you might rethink which elements are most interesting/novel (e.g., R3P3.3) and work 
even harder to integrate and deepen points so that they further engage/extend the literature rather than coming 
across as more surface-level recitations of your findings.  

We completely reworked our discussion and contribution in this revision, collapsing them into a 
single section, in line with Reviewer 3’s (P3) suggestions. Rather than leading with details on the 
model and each of the mechanisms, we now briefly introduce the core components of our model 
with an eye towards guiding readers through the iterative, dynamic cycles of symbolic boundary 
settlement and disruption it depicts. We limit this to one paragraph (see pages 33-34). 

Page 60 of 68Academy of Management Journal

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



   3 

In the space we regained, we articulate fewer contributions but unpack them more fully to better 
highlight their importance. Thus, we removed several of the more minor points articulated in the 
prior submission while expanding upon those we considered most impactful; many of those 
changes were consistent with Reviewer 3’s (P3.2 – 3.4) suggestions. In so doing, we highlight 
key elements of our model, theorizing more fully their operation and considering their 
generalizability to other (non-elite) settings. Stylistically, throughout this section, we also heeded 
Reviewer 3’s (P3.5) advice to make our contributions more “front and center,” articulating 
swiftly and clearly how we advance extant work and elaborating on the importance of these 
advances in the text that follows.  

We believe that the resulting discussion and contributions are greatly improved and better 
highlight the advances we make to scholarship on the endurance of elite categories, their 
symbolic boundaries, and the discursive mechanisms that underpin them. We hope you agree.  

3. Streamlining  

You’ve written a fascinating paper and you bring impressive data to bear. At the same time, and as is typical, your 
paper grew from 56 pages in the initial submission to 70 pages in the current version. AMJ will require you to trim 
this to 60 pages all inclusive. Thus, this is a good time to think about opportunities to streamline your work (see also 
R3P1.1 and R1P4). Please note that AMJ also encourages the use of online appendices, which can help with page 
limitations. Finally, although it won’t necessarily help you with length, this also is an opportunity to consider 
whether certain claims or labels, which are causing confusion for the reader, might be rephrased or eliminated 
(e.g., R1P3, R3P2.3).  

We made stylistic and editorial changes throughout the paper to simplify our language and 
remove extraneous text, in line with the reviewers’ comments (R1, P4 and R3, P1.1) and your 
guidance. Per your suggestion, we earmarked two tables and the methodological appendix 
previously included in the manuscript for inclusion in an Online Appendix. In line with 
Reviewer 3’s (P1.1) suggestion, we polished our conceptual framing and added sub-headings to 
help guide readers and structure the argument. We also streamlined and improved the discussion 
and contribution by combining the two sections, which we previously included separately, as 
discussed in our response to your point 2. We believe that this produced a more concise and 
coherent discussion of the theoretical model we advance and deeper consideration of the 
contributions we make.  

In making these revisions, we also considered the specific reviewer concerns you noted above. 
Reviewer 3’s point 2.3 raised his/her concern about referring to phases of category emergence, 
growth and maturity; these critiques contrasted with Reviewer 2’s enthusiasm for these labels 
and encouragement to engage with them more deeply. Ultimately, we retained our efforts to 
account for phases of category emergence, growth, and maturity, but acknowledging R3’s 
concerns and his/her other suggestions for improvement, we no longer emphasize this strongly as 
a contribution. Instead, in line with R2’s suggestions, we leverage the phases to enrich our 
theorization of mechanisms and offer a fuller explanation for why each serves as the primary 
mechanism when it does in our study (see response 1 above for more detail). In addition, 
recognizing that the term “category currency” created unnecessary confusion for Reviewer 1 
(P3), we now use the term “cultural consonance.” We believe the latter is simpler, and it allows 
us to use a concise, established definition from prior work, thereby fostering greater clarity while 
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eliminating unnecessary exposition. We elaborate on this choice further in our response to your 
point 1. 

We believe that, together, these edits have produced a more streamlined paper that is easier to 
read and understand. In line with AMJ guidelines, it is now 58 pages in length, all inclusive. 

4.Other Miscellaneous Issues  

Finally, there are some other minor issues to address as you move toward the final version of this work. These 
include: 
(a) Please remove any citations or references to From the Editors--the editorials that begin each issue of AMJ--from 
your manuscript. From the Editors are typically 4-5 pages in length, are written by members of the editorial team, 
and do not have traditional bylines or abstracts. Authors are asked to remove citations to From the Editors to avoid 
the appearance that the Journal is trying to encourage unnecessary self-citations. Please find appropriate 
substitutes for those citations and references where needed.  

We have ensured that the paper does not contain any citations or references to From the Editors. 

(b) When you submitted your manuscript, you were asked to indicate to the action editor whether you had previously 
published another manuscript that uses either some of the same variables from this data collection effort, or that 
uses some of the same cases/observations from this data collection effort. You were also asked to explain, in detail, 
the nature of that overlap. If you indicated that there is some overlap in variables or cases/observations, please now 
detail the precise nature of that overlap for the reader in your Method section, including all necessary citations and 
references. Those passages are important to give the reader a sense of where this paper fits into your larger stream 
of research, and are also critical to future meta-analysts who may need to gauge the nonindependence of findings 
across studies. Please reproduce the text inserted into your Method section in your responses document, so that the 
action editor can inspect it clearly and comprehensively.  

The data used in this study has not been used in any other manuscript; there is no overlap in 
variables, cases, or observations with any published work.  

The overall message here is that we’re excited about your work and its contribution. Each of the actions the 
reviewers and I are asking you to take is important and has the potential to meaningfully enhance your work. Thus, 
as noted above, please devote careful attention to addressing them.  

Congratulations again! I look forward to receiving your revised manuscript.  
 
Thank you for excellent editorial guidance. Our response letter reflects our careful attempt to 
address your feedback; we believe that our manuscript has improved a great deal as a result of 
these revisions. We hope you agree and look forward to hearing back from you.  
 
Best, 
 
The Authors  
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Online Appendices 

Table A. Data Inventory 
Type of Data Description Method of Analysis 

Historical Archival: Category Periodicals  
The Hotel Monthly (1898 – 1962) 
Hotel and Motel Management (1963 – 2011) 
Hotel Management (2012 – 2015) 
 
 

~9,500 pages in total  

 

Hand-collected and hand-scanned a sample of 

issues from April, August and December of 

years 1898, 1904, 1908, 1913, 1917, 1922, 

1929, 1934, 1939, 1944, 1949, 1954, 1959, 

1961, 1969, 1974, 1979, 1984, 1989, 1994, 

1999, 2004, 2009, 2014. Sample selection 

based on representativeness and availability. 

 

Read all issues and engaged in analytic note-taking 

to capture emergent themes. Used for text analysis 

with topic modeling  

Historical Archival: Newspaper Articles 
New York Times articles from 1857-present 

• Search term “hotel industry” in title/text 

• Search terms “grand hotel” or “first class hotel” or 

“luxury hotel” in title 

• Search terms “grand hotel” or “first class hotel” or 

“luxury hotel” in text 

 

 

~600 pages in total  

 

197 articles  

157 articles 

 

132 articles 

(~3,200 articles initially returned; manually 

skimmed all articles and collected those 

with substantive discussion of luxury hotels, 

defined as more than two sentences focused 

on luxury hotels)  

 

Read all articles and engaged in analytic note-taking 

to capture emergent themes. Used for text analysis 

with topic modeling 

 

 

Semi-Structured Interviews  
CEOs, senior executives including brand leaders, category 

experts, category analysts, real estate managers, hotel 

managers, journalists 
 

25 semi-structured interviews 

 

Approximately 50 informal informational 

interviews with conference exhibitors, 

conference panelists, company 

representatives, and category and industry 

experts 

 

Semi-structured interviews lasted, on average, 45 

minutes; with informants’ permission, they were 

recorded and transcribed for analysis. Authors 

maintained a consistent set of core questions across 

all interviews but tailored protocol depending on 

informants’ experience and emerging theoretical 

puzzles or questions of interest. Engaged in analytic 

note-taking to capture emergent themes. Triangulated 

with other data sources and used to refine and 

validate emerging insights 
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Online Appendices 
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Online Appendices 

Table B. Comparison of Luxury Vs. Non-Luxury Average Performance Over Time 
 

Grand Hotel Period  

(1790-1920s) 

Chain Hotel Period (1930s – mid-1990s)  Lifestyle Hotel Period  

(late 1990s – 2015) 

  

Early (1930s-1950s) Late (1960s – 1990s) 

 

 
Luxury Hotels Non-Luxury Hotels Luxury Non-Luxury Luxury  Non-Luxury Luxury Non-Luxury  

Price Differential ~2x midscale mean  

~8-16x economy 

mean (late 1800s) 

  ~1.4x industry 

mean (1955) 

  ~1.4x industry 

mean (1975) 

~2x industry 

mean (1995) 

  ~2.5x industry 

mean 

  

Average Nightly 
Rate (Price) 

Often over $4.00 per 

night (late 1800s) 

 

 

 

 

 

Average annual 
income (1900): $375 

Midpriced: ~$2.00  

Economy: ~$0.25 - 

$0.50  

(late 1800s) 

$12 (estimated 

1955) 

 

 

 

 

 
Median annual 
income (1955): 
$4,800 

Industry Mean: 

$8.43 (1955) 

1975 

~$34.60 

 

 

1995 

$115-145  

 

Median annual 
income (1995): 
$34,076 

1975 

Industry Mean: 

~25.00  

 

1995 

Industry Mean: 

$65.82 

Midscale: $63.72 

Economy: $44.57  

$277.70 (2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Median annual 
income (2015): 
$56,516 

Industry Mean: 

$120.34 

Midscale: $109.45 

Economy: $67.50 

(2015) 

Supply (%) 1830s: ~ 90% of 

supply  

 

Early 1900s: ~5% - 

7% of supply 

(50,000-70,000 

rooms) 

  ~1.5% of supply 

(estimated, late 

1950s; about 

23,000 rooms) 

  1975  

~2% of supply 

(~40,500 rooms) 

 

1995 

~3.8% of supply  

(~140,000 rooms) 

4% of supply (2015) 

(~240,000 rooms) 

  

Occupancy No data available No data available 68.5% 

(estimated) 

Industry Mean: 

73.5% (1955) 

1975 

~75% 

 

1995 

66.17%  

1975 

Industry: 63.6% 

 

1995 

Industry: 63.58% 

Midscale: 66.4% 

Economy: 61.3% 

70.72% (2015) Industry Mean: 

65.38%  

Midscale: 67.1% 

Economy: 58.6% 

Contribution to 
Industry 
Performance 

Estimated 10-20% of 

industry revenue  

(late 1800s) 

  Estimated 2% of 

industry revenue 

(1955) 

  8.3% of industry 

revenue (1995) 

  12.3% of 

industry revenue 

(2015) 

  

Performance data compiled by the authors using historical data from the U.S. Census; STR, Inc.; PFK/Harris, Kerr, Foster & Co.; Gomes, 1985; Vermillion & Cimini, 2009.  
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Topic Modeling Supplement  

Topic modeling builds from the idea that documents consist of mixtures of topics that are 
probabilistically distributed over words (Blei, Ng, & Jordan, 2003; Mohr & Bogdanov, 2013). 
Topics consist of a cluster of words that co-occur in statistically meaningful ways in unstructured 
texts, i.e., documents that have no annotations regarding the semantic meaning of the words in 
the text. Topics inductively emerge from the text, as topic models connect words with similar 
meanings and differentiate the use of the same word with multiple meanings. Thus, topic 
modeling is well-suited for assessing cultural meanings and changes therein because it allows for 
polysemy, as words take on distinct meanings depending on their use in context. Following the 
guidelines set forth by Hannigan and co-authors (2019), our analysis consisted of three phases, 
including text preparation (rendering corpora), topic extraction (rendering topics), and topic 
coding (rendering theoretical artifacts).  

First, we prepared textual data for topic modeling analysis following a standard 
procedure (Schmiedel et al., 2019). We hand-collected and hand-scanned all input documents, 
including 75 monthly issues of The Hotel Monthly and 425 newspaper articles from The New 
York Times, for a total of about 10,000 pages of text. Using optical character recognition (OCR) 
software, we converted all the input documents into machine-readable files. We manually 
checked a sample of the files to assess quality and found it to be acceptable. We hand-corrected 
ten files that we found were not of acceptable quality. We then transformed words into input 
tokens. This entailed removing punctuation and numbers, separating them by spaces, applying a 
stemming procedure to automatically drop common suffixes and cluster words with a common 
root, and removing common stop-words, such as conjunctions, personal pronouns, and forms of 
the verb “to be.” 

Next, we identified topics using the Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) algorithm (Blei, 
2012; Schmiedel et al., 2019). LDA takes a relational approach to meaning, examining and 
identifying patterns in the co-occurrence of words in documents to allow researchers to infer the 
underlying topics and their prevalence in those texts. Topics are assigned a score that 
corresponds with their overall prominence in the full dataset. Topic models produce the number 
of topics specified by the researcher; consistent with related prior work using this method 
(DiMaggio et al., 2013; Giorgi & Weber, 2015), we began by extracting 45 topics from the full 
corpus of data to assess the general topics that were important in discourse about luxury in the 
hotel industry over time. We then compared this topic extraction with extractions of 15, 20 and 
25 topics to evaluate the quality and comprehensiveness of information gained or lost by the 
addition or removal of topics, using a topic probability of .3 as a cutoff for inclusion. The correct 
number of topics is chosen based on analytic utility and interpretability (DiMaggio et al., 2013; 
Hannigan et al., 2019; Schmiedel et al., 2019). In other words, topic modeling serves as a 
heuristic tool for use with additional information and interpretation by a research team including 
subject-area experts (Grimmer & Stewart, 2013).  

Taking these considerations into account, we determined that an extraction of 25 topics 
represented a good fit with our data as well as with emergent insights from historical and 
semiotic analyses. In comparison, the 45-topic model included topics that were highly specific 
(see a sample of extracted topics below for more detail) and, based on the .3 probability cutoff, 
many occurred in only one or two documents. Thus, the 45-topic model did not appear to speak 
to general themes in industry and luxury hotel discourse, but primarily to the topics of specific 
articles or periodical issues. Conversely, the 15- and 20-topic model included topics that were 
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Online Appendices 

overly broad and therefore difficult to interpret; based on the .3 probability cutoff, many 
occurred in a large number of documents that covered a very wide timespan. Thus, while the 
topics extracted from these models spoke to general themes in industry and luxury hotel 
discourse, they failed to capture the level of nuance and elements of temporal change reflected in 
the 25-topic model. Based on the .3 probability cutoff and on interpretability of topics, we 
eliminated one topic from our analysis (Schmiedel et al., 2019) of the 25-topic model, producing 
a 24-topic model we used to inform our findings. 

We found that the topics that emerged from the full corpus of data spoke primarily to the 
category’s historical evolution. To further examine public beliefs and meanings in use about 
luxury, we extracted an additional 25-topic model from data only from The New York Times (a 
subset of our full dataset), comparing it with 15- and 20-topic models from the same source. We 
found that an extraction of 25 topics represented a good fit with our data and spoke to changes in 
meanings and practices of luxury over time; the 15- and 20-topic model included topics that were 
overly broad and difficult to interpret. Based on the .3 probability cutoff and on interpretability 
of resulting topics, we also eliminated one topic from this more focused analysis (Schmiedel et 
al., 2019), producing a 24-topic model we used to inform our findings. Consistent with prior 
management research (Croidieu & Kim, 2018; Giorgi & Weber, 2015), we used a multi-step 
process to interpret the topics generated by the LDA model and to render theoretical artifacts, 
described in the full text of the paper. Building from this iterative coding work, along with 
results from semiotic and historical analysis, we developed our findings and theoretical model. 
 
Sample Topics from 45-Topic Model 

 

 

Topic 10 Topic 14 Topic 20 Topic 24 Topic 45 

beach cities new one sauce 

resort atlantic old day cream 

island casino mountain time potato 

area will open year fried 

miami philadelphia mile two beef 

club las lake online chicken 

course place north even price 

season state town can boil 

golf grand sea now roast 

will open resort way egg 

home vegas bay good green 

pool bellevue summer come tomato 

ground name water mani serv 

two gamble along just cook 

complete celebr take much salad 

guest known village get ice 

plan success cottage place broil 

south later blue well cheese 

year manage ing before fresh 

big day river like dish 
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