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PPC and what it the right mix. Digital is 
the new normal. 

So let’s take a closer look – or at 
least a glance – down the digital mem-
ory lane and highlight where we have 
been, where we are, and where we may 
be going.

Our website
Your website - turn back the clock ten 
years, and consider what we had then 
when website was king. It was the hub 
of your hotel’s presentation to the 
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  s we head into 2016 as digital savvy hotel-
iers it’s easy to forget the days before the digital 

revolution. Electronic devices from watches to 
desktop computers are a permanent part of mod-
ern life. Along with telephones, even television and 

radio are now accessed more often than not digi-
tally through ever-increasing broadband speeds. And 

where before it was delivered in a one-way direction, today we access 
information and respond to it both individually and collectively com-
pletely interactively. Ten years ago we spoke of kilobytes and mega-
bytes and today we live in a gigabyte and terabyte world and it is all up 
in the cloud. How quickly we have become keen Twitterers, Instagram-
mers and vloggers, making it easy to forget just how nascent social me-
dia platforms were even five years ago, much less than 10 years ago. Face 
it – we are living in a digital world.

As an industry, we have had not only been witness to but we have been 
given little choice but to accept the digital revolution. Digital tools im-
pact nearly every aspect of the sales process. Who send letters? Today, 
we send pdfs. There have been phenomenal changes in how we operate 
hotels, solely down to digital developments. In my consulting practice, 
I perform a kind of vintage exercise when working with hotel managers 
to develop their business plans forcing them to use paper and pencil 
and hand held calculators. Very old fashioned and for no other reason 
than to force managers to slow down and think.

But focusing on digital marketing, ten years has gone in the blink of 
an eye. Today, hotel marketers use tools that did not exist in 2006 and 
the changes in how we use and work with those tools have been radical. 
From websites to small screen mobile websites on tablets and phones, 
from our own email to flash email, from OTAs to advanced RFP submis-
sions, from the discussions over what is the more cost-effective SEO or 
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travelling public. But in 2006, we were 
still just getting used to the idea that 
a website needed to attract, engage 
and convert visitors into guests. The 
website was most often designed and 
maintained off-site by someone with-
out any understanding of how hotels 
operate, much less market themselves. 
Moreover your website was static, like 
a brochure. Remember what it was 
like to get an image changed or what 
happened if your general manager de-
manded that he wanted a special offer 

uploaded. It could take weeks.
Fast forward to today. You are, or 

should be, pretty much in control of 
your website from what it looks like to 
what is under the hood. Everyone in 
the marketing area shares info on their 
analytics: the number of visitors, the 
amount of time on the site and what 
is the behaviour of the visitor. The big 
question, how do we convert “lookers 
to bookers?” 

Today we also need to be editors and 
curators of our content with enormous 
pressure to keep our websites fresh, 
exciting and interesting. The other 
fundamental component today is the 
e-commerce element. In other words, 
how we get visitors to use our website’s 
booking engine or how we get them to 
engage by phone working closely with 
our reservations and revenue manage-
ment teams. In 2006, did we even have 
revenue managers?

Put simply your website is your most 
powerful digital platform. 

The rise of the OTAs
In 2006, as in any other period in mar-
keting history, what hoteliers knew 
was that in order to grow sales they 
needed to reach a wider audience, 
stimulate more enquiries and subse-
quently convert these guest requests 
into bookings. In order to quickly and 
efficiently reach more eyes, the hotel-
ier began to rely on platforms with the 
ability to generate more traffic. This 
led to a reliance on third party opera-
tors – although this was exacerbated 
as 2006 marked the beginning of the 
greatest global post-war economic 
downturn. 

What has changed in the last ten 
years however, is the way we attempt 
to gain this new clientele. Welcome the 
OTA (online travel agent). Prior to the 
arrival of the online agent offers sell-
ing distressed room inventory could 
be found in newspapers, or even on 
Teletext and Ceefax. We worked with 
tour operators and as things got tough, 
we discounted heavily in wholesaler 
programmes. 

With the rise of these OTAs we have 
witnessed an increase in dependency 

on them, leading to a lack of control 
by the hotels over their own message 
– not to mention the commission paid 
per sale. This is currently a challenge 
for hotels, and subsequently hotel 
marketing teams are going to great 
lengths to regain those direct book-
ings and recapture the lost commis-
sion and consumer base. 

Email
It seems like we’ve never been without 
email, but in fact this form of commu-
nication really only came into its own 
as a sales tool in the last decade. Now 
DMs (or direct mails) are a key mar-
keting tool for hotels, meaning conse-
quently that digital data capture is also 
a huge consideration. 

The last years saw the rise, and if 
not fall somewhat of a levelling off, 
of Flash Sales providers. These busi-
nesses distributed offers both directly 
from the hotel selling to its custom-
ers, as well as other companies, which 
carried out mail outs using huge data-
bases. These became a selling tool that 
hotels would not be without. How-
ever, like the OTAs, as the economy 
improves and consumers demand 
grows, hoteliers will wean themselves 
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off these platforms looking for ways to 
develop direct business. 

Social media
One digital beast we all recognise as 
having gone from a fledgling business 
to an absolute monster is social media. 
In 2006 sites such as Facebook and My 
Space were in the stages of infancy and 
only used as platforms of communica-
tion between friends. Remember Face-
book was created by a guy who while at 
University found it hard to get a date 
and built a site to reach out to a larger 
audience. It certainly was not designed 

to promote hotels. These days they are 
powerful selling mediums, promotion-
al spaces and hugely important chan-
nels of communication between busi-
nesses and their customers, current 
and future. 

From a marketing perspective these 
changes have been cataclysmic. Social 
media adverts allow businesses to spe-
cifically target demographics, based on 
factors from geographical location to 
age to gender to interests demonstrat-
ed. As a straightforward promotional 
space your social media presence is 
also required as a business. You must 
have this presence in order to ensure 
you don’t lose out simply by not occu-
pying your spot in this over crowded 
market. 

Social media has also opened up new 
conversation possibilities. No longer 
does a would-be customer need to pick 
up the phone to get in touch, so your 
business is much more accessible. 
What this does is allow customers and 
perhaps local people to become ambas-
sadors for your business.

Importantly this new method of 
communication enables a far further 
reach than has ever been possible. It 
is now simple and very cheap to send 
messages that can be seen all over the 
world. Better still, should your message 
be shared via social media, this reach 
comes with the stamp of approval of 
another person – giving it a far greater 
gravitas. 

Online review sites
This leads us on to the new – and per-
haps most intimidating aspect of the 
digital revolution for the boutique ho-
telier in the past decade – the online 
reviewer. We have always known the 
consumer is king, this has not changed, 
but what has altered is the customer’s 
own ability to pass on their thoughts 
and their opinion to what we think is 
the whole world. Whatever happened 
to the parental admonition, “that if you 
had nothing nice to say; do not say any-
thing at all!”

Today if a hotelier does not reach the 
expectation of a guest it is far less likely 
this will be dealt with on a one-to-one 

basis. It is now more likely to become a 
review on a website such as Trip Advisor. 
And to top this off the reach of the review 
site is huge, and sited as a major influenc-
er when it comes to whether a customer 
places a booking with a hotel or not. 

The pressure is now on more than 
ever to get it right, because the impact 
of getting it wrong is greater than ever 
before too. 

The travel blogger
These days everyone can have an opin-
ion as I’ve said, but many have taken 
this a step further and become experts 
at sharing their thoughts. With the rise 
of the online reviewer we also had the 
arrival of the travel blogger. The world 
of PR has been greatly altered by the 
invent of travel bloggers, who are pre-
pared to share their thoughts to what 
can often be quite a large and hugely 
influential audience. 

As we look over the arrival and invent 
of many a now vital digital tool it’s clear 
we are already really embracing this 
world. So the question should almost 
be, not do we embrace digital market-
ing, but how much of a hug do we give it. 

Of course I believe it’s essential to 
fully embrace this world, and respect 
what it can do for your business. 

But it is vital to have a strategy in 
place and not approach the digital as-
pect of your marketing in a piecemeal 
fashion. Implement a consistent ap-
proach, which ties in with the rest of 
your business strategy and ensure what 
you do online is in keeping with your 
brand message, and of course what you 
want to achieve as a business - that re-
ally is the key to succeeding in this new 
digital world. 

To end, I would be curious to know 
how many of you read this article on-
line or the print version of Boutique 
Hotelier. Let us know, but please do 
not send me a letter, it will take days to 
find me.

•  Linkedin started in December 
2002 in California.

•  Facebook started in February 
4, 2004, in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts.

•  Twitter started in March 21, 
2006 in San Francisco.

•  Pinterest was started in  
March 2010.

•  Instagram started in October 6, 
2010 also in San Francisco.

•  In results posted in October 
2015, Facebook showed that 
worldwide there are over 1.55 
billion monthly active users, 
which is a 14% increase year on 
year. 

•  By 2012, six years after its 
launch, there were more than 
100 million users posting 340 
million tweets a day on Twitter.

•  Instagram has a young 
audience, 39% of its UK users 
are aged 16-24.

•  Facebook’s 16-24 demographic 
are just 16% of UK users.

•  64% of Instagram users are 
female vs 56% of Facebook 
users.

•  70% of Pinterest users act in 
some way on the content  
they find. 

•  Linkedin currently has 19 
million UK users, on increase 
from 2015’s figure of 15 million.

•  Successful travel bloggers’ 
typical annual income is a figure 
well within six figures.

Sources: www.rosemcgrory.co.uk, 
www.internetlivestats.com 
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