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Promises… Promises

Much has been written and said about the impact of the Internet on hospitality booking.  The buzz is generally about how we, as an industry, dump our excess inventory into the hands of consolidators, thus creating a negative impact on rate integrity.  To be sure, we have trained the consumer to shop for discounted travel on the Internet; until we use more restraint and revenue management tools, this trend will continue.

Compounding this issue, we are finding declining levels of service and increasing guest concern.  We have become so consumed with the new language of hospitality, like RevPAR, cap and discount rates, and dollars per room, forgetting that service is the universal language.  We have become so concerned with being “cool” and “hip” that we have forgotten the guest.  There can, and eventually will, be change when we once again realize the guest is the fundamental reason we are all employed.  Guests expect service in a service industry. 

We have, unfortunately, compounded our self- inflicted revenue management and service woes by allowing non-industry intermediaries to interact with guests in a reckless and irresponsible manner.  They are capable of ruining our business; we need to be exceptionally careful in our dealings with them.  

Let Me Share A True Story

Recently, while searching for availability and pricing on the Internet for an upcoming weekend stay in Las Vegas, a pop-up window offered availability at a famous, local hotel for $139 per night.  The booking engine was not user-friendly, so I called the 800-number listed on website.  A well-trained agent informed me the hotel had a 24-hour cut-off, therefore my reservation would effectively be consumed at booking and there would not be a refund under any circumstances.  The agent confirmed my reservation, gave me a guarantee number, and faxed me a hardcopy.

When we arrived at 4:00 PM on Friday we were told there was no record of our reservation.  We produced the confirmation stating, “We have confirmed your reservation request.”  The hotel clerk told us they “sold a block of rooms to a consolidator and the consolidator oversold the block; you don’t have a reservation.”  Then the uncaring clerk said, “…this happens all the time with them… you should have booked through someone else.”  When pressed, the clerk further informed us that this is not a “confirmation” but a “confirmed reservation request.”  We got the assistant hotel manager involved and had a discussion about agency and responsibility; he was deaf to the discussion.  His strongly argued position was that this is the guest’s problem (absolutely not the hotel’s), but, as a courtesy, they would offer us rooms at the prevailing rate of $349.  The “reservation” was ultimately honored 45 minutes later when I told the manager that I was writing an article on service in the industry and wrote down his name.

The reality is, the consolidator is an agent of the hotel; everything they do, or do not do, is a direct reflection on the hotel.  The hotel is responsible to honor the promises made by its agents.  There were compound failures in the service delivery at this hotel that are inherent in our industry.  The hotel failed in Service 101, completely mishandling and compounding a simple problem.  The staff was uncaring and surly.  The hotel staff and management played the “blame game” and failed to accept responsibility for the actions of its agent.  The consolidator misrepresented the hotel with impunity and, as the clerk told us, this occurs on a regular basis.  Hotel management showed its ineptitude by continuing to do business with that consolidator.

We, in the hospitality business need to go back and look at Service 101.  We need to stop focusing on the new hospitality vocabulary and being “cute,” “hip,” and “outrageous.”  We need to remember that the guest is the subject of our collective employment and we must take care of basic service promises.

Thomas F. Morone, a member of the International Society of Hospitality Consultants (www.ishc.com), is a Principal of Warnick & Company of Los Angeles, California (www.warnickco.com).
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