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What do these terms really mean?   Are they synonymous, or is there a significance difference?  

I chose to publish this article because of several recent inquiries and requests for help and clarification.  These calls and emails have come from hotel operators, attorneys, and members of the media; apparently not all the media is involved in the “mystery shooting” investigation surrounding Vice President Cheney. 

The questions often involve agreements and contracts between developers or lenders and operators.  The typical agreement requires that the property be operated as  a “Four Star” hotel; the contract does not specify a “Mobil Four Star”, just  “Four Star”. 

The request I get most often is to define a “Four Star”; what does it mean? 

What are the requirements for the rating?   My answer is always the same: I can define a “Mobil Four Star” hotel, but not a “Four Star” hotel.  In my opinion, a Four Star rating is vague and arbitrary while Mobil has set some specific physical and service standards for the Mobil Four Star award.  

The designation of a Mobil Four Star rating indicates that the property has been inspected, evaluated, and officially rated by Mobil for inclusion in its Mobil Travel Guide.  A hotel can, and often does, refer to itself as “Four Star” with no such justification.  Likewise, online reservations companies often assign their client hotels a “Four Star” rating. They do this because Four Star is what I call a “generic” term which I do not believe is protected by any copyright or trademark law; the term Mobil Four Star probably is protected.  

I advise my clients who are considering any operational contract with a designated rating” clause to specify the Mobil Four Star or AAA Four Diamond rating because both organizations have specific written standards that are definable and measurable.  It is therefore possible to determine if a property is being operated as contracted. 

Since I do not dispense legal advice, interested parties, such as lenders, owners, or others should consult an attorney before entering any agreement that requires the other party to operate and maintain the property at a specific rating level.  I would, however, suggest seeking a legal advisor who understands the difference between Mobil Four Star and Four Star.   In my experience, the general terms “Four Star”, “First Class”, “upscale”, “luxury”, etc. defy objective definition, and are therefore of no value, particularly in court. 

I would therefore recommend you avoid these terms, and stick to the more definitive and objective Mobil and AAA ratings. 


