Red Flag Marketing

By Stanley Turkel, MHS, ISHC

In these trying times, the first, main, foremost, prime, principal and paramount task is to do more business.  In light of reduced business and international travel as a consequence of the war in  Iraq, fears of terrorist attacks, the SARS epidemic, and the souring of the global economy, how is this to be accomplished?

My many years of marketing experience in the industry reveals at least three tactics that are effective in a down market:  
1) Create a Red Flag Marketing Plan 

2) Institute a Targeted Canvass Program 

3) Turn Gray Into Gold

Create a Red Flag Marketing Plan-  Twenty-two years ago, a hotel marketing genius named C. De Witt Coffman wrote:  “1) You can do something about bringing in more business.  It doesn’t come in by itself.  Therefore, you have to take sales action.   2) your sources of business change.  Competition is forever wooing your customer.  3) millions of people are looking for something to do.  If you provide programs of interest and action at your place people will come – when you need them.  4) you have to take action (and create business – just for you) that no other competition ever has a shot at.”

My implementation of the Coffman idea to stimulate more business begins with the creation of a Red Flag Marketing Plan (RFMP) which declares the following mission statement:

Our situation is precarious.  The traditional sources of business have been shrinking for the past three years.  In order to stay alive, we are committed to year-round, streetwise, intensive direct marketing efforts.  We will track down every lead and empower our sales professionals to do whatever it takes to book the business.  We will invigorate our guest relations effort so that every guest goes home so pleased that they become an ancillary sales force.  We will work harder than the competition and we will win.

My RFMP would contain the following elements:

1. Identify the slowest periods of the year and focus the most vigorous attention on the special characteristics of these trough periods.  Each period needs a mini-marketing plan to identify the actions necessary to drive business to each period.  Assign your best sales manager to this formidable task with a performance-based super incentive program.

2.  Attract and hold productive sales managers with the following tactics:

· create and implement a new performance based sales incentive program to attract and motivate a “killer” sales force.  Once a year, reward the most successful sales manager with a new Jaguar convertible.

· institute a new training program for all sales managers.  Use professional outside trainers and inside mentors to improve selling and closing skills.

· hire as many qualified sales managers as it takes to reach the occupancy and average daily rate necessary for a profitable operation.

3. Commence an immediate and intensive direct selling effort in the SMERF market categories:  sports, military, educational, religious, fraternal.  Learn as much as you can about the special needs of these groups and make special efforts to meet those needs.  Of course, assign one of your well-trained and highly motivated sales managers to this market.

4. Initiate an ambassadors program for your hotel.  The intent of this program is to expand the sales force by using volunteers from the public who have the special attributes and abilities needed to help increase market share.  These volunteers become ambassadors who supplement but do not replace full time personnel.  The ambassador program utilizes retired marketing and sales executives to promote business for your hotel.  In exchange for their efforts these “ambassadors” will be entitled to room credits, restaurant vouchers and other amenities and benefits at the hotel.

The primary efforts of the ambassadors will be to call on travel agents and corporate travel planners on behalf of the hotel.  They will distribute promotional materials and sales literature to the above agents and urge them to make reservations.  They will provide the various prospects with a code number or other identification as supplied by the hotel so that the ambassadors can be credited with business they’ve been able to send to the hotel.

An ambassadors program can work for one large hotel or resort and for a chain of hotels.  The more physically widespread their locations are, the more likely that new business can be developed outside the normal trading areas.  Just imagine: on any given weekday, you could have a dozen ambassadors in various parts of the country selling to travel agents, meeting planners and corporate representatives.

My article on “Targeted Canvass Programs” will appear soon on Hotel Interactive.
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