HOW TO STUDY HOTEL CUSTOMER BEHAVIOR BEFORE REACHING OUT

By Jeff Coy

Who Are Your Customers?

Wouldn’t it be great if new customers wore targets, so they would be easy for us to spot?  Well, they do!  All people provide us with visual and verbal clues that tell us who they are --- for example, by the way they dress and by the way they talk.  You can even guess a person’s age, lifestyle and values by their hairstyle, can’t you?  These clues are pretty accurate.  

Communicating your hotel’s marketing message to the “general public” is a waste of time, money and effort.  The general public is too large a mass, its description too vague and its needs too varied for you to satisfy.  Unless you’re selling a universal product like Pepsi and Coke to universal tastes, you really can’t afford to reach the general public.  It’s too expensive for a hotel and perhaps too expensive for even a hotel chain to reach the general public through the mass media.

Smart hotel marketers use segmentation and profiling and direct marketing to reach specific customer segments that a need, interest and ability to buy their hotel product.

Segmentation

Fortunately, people within the general public have a natural tendency to form into smaller groups that share a common interest and need.  People form into groups according to gender, age, income, occupation, education, religion, race and nationality.  Market segmentation is the process of dividing a heterogeneous general public into to many smaller homogeneous specific publics or customer segments.  These customer segments can be profiled for the purpose of designing a product to satisfy specific needs.  Customer segment profiles help marketers design a message and mix of media to communicate directly with specific types of customers.

The four major ways to segment a market are geographical, demographic, psychographic and behavioral.  Use the variables shown in the chart to form customer segments and sub-segments that you want to profile.  Think about what’s important to different kinds of customers you want.
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Geographic -  region, county size, city size, density, climate.  How would you customize your marketing message if you knew that your primary customer came from New England or Pacific Northwest?  Would you talk differently to someone from the big city, small town or rural America?  Are Northerners and Southerners interested in hearing the same thing?

Demographic - age, income, gender, occupation and other variables.  Are seniors citizens interested in a different message than baby boomers?  Should the benefits you stress to executives be different from the benefits you stress to field representatives?  Are female travelers looking for something different than male travelers?  Should you develop a special program and message for truckers that satisfies their occupational needs?

Psychographic - social class, lifestyle, personality.  What do you say to the lower, middle and upper classes --- same benefits and message or something different?  What do you say to the survivors, belongers, achievers, adventurers and environmentalists?  And in face to face selling, how do you help a driver, expressive, amiable or analytical personality make a decision?  With the same approach or a different approach?

Behavioral - most wanted benefits, usage, loyalty, readiness to buy and attitude toward product.  Everybody wants quality, service and economy these days but which one do you stress to each customer segment?  When you write a sales letter, should you use a different approach for the non-user, ex-user, first-time user and the regular user?  What does the heavy user or frequent traveler want to see in your marketing offer --- something special or the same thing you offer to everyone?  Do you treat loyal customers differently from customers who constantly switch?  Would you speak differently to people who are unaware, aware, or satisfied with Super 8?  Do your customer service representatives handle different people differently?  What do you say to customers who are enthusiastic, positive, indifferent, negative or hostile?

Point is, you need to communicate differently with different kinds of prospects and customers.  That’s why hotels segment their customer database and build customer segment profiles --- to better understand the customer.

Throughout the hospitality industry, two major variables are used to segment hotel guests: size of travel party and purpose of trip.  In other words, are guests traveling independently or as part of an organized group?  And are they traveling primary for business or leisure.  Those two variables form the four major customer segments used in the hotel industry:

· Individual business travelers

· Individual leisure travelers

· Group business (meetings & conventions)

· Group leisure (tours & social groups)

Many customer sub-segments fall under these four major segments.  Select the sub-segments for which you intend to build a profile and track occupied room nights and revenues.

Segmentation is the process of dividing a heterogeneous market into smaller, more homogeneous customer segments, which can be identified for the purpose of designing a marketing strategy to satisfy the needs of customers and selecting a media mix to communicate with them most directly.

Customer segmentation allows you to reach the right prospect in the right place at the right time with the right message using the right media.  Segmented, direct marketing is a very effective way to allocate your resources.

This article is an excerpt from the industry best-seller, How to Produce & Implement a Hotel Marketing Plan, an 88-page leader guide and 170-page workbook, which guides hotel management teams through the 12 steps of putting a marketing plan into action.

1. Get ready

2. Look at the trends

3. Analyze your customers

4. Know your competitors

5. Analyze your product

6. Forecast market conditions

7. Set objectives and goals

8. Set marketing strategies

9. Develop action programs and communications

10. Do a marketing budget

11. Determine measurements and evaluations

12. Present your plan for approval, funding and commitment
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