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S elena Hobbs, Marketing consultant: How 
much has tourism (including business tour-
ism) and hotel occupancy picked up since 9/11? 

Which countries currently represent the largest per-
centage of tourist for the UK, especially London? 
Jonathan Raggett: There is not a hotel in 
London that hasn’t seen a bounce-back in the last two 
years. For us and for London as a whole, the American 
market which had been so important, too important, 
stopped. We hadn’t done enough marketing before 
2001, and since then we have focussed on the uk  and 
European markets, which proved much more resilient 
for us.

Over the last three years, we’ve enjoyed better turno-
ver, but we are still not back to 2000 levels of profits. 
We’ve made rods for our own backs as hoteliers; before 
2001, every year, with price increases, an extra ten per-
cent could be drawn from the corporate market. Now 
people, via the dotcoms, are now look-
ing for deals and bargains. Occupancy 
is back, but in the corporate mar-
ket these new procurement managers 
have come out of the woodwork, so 
that every company who needs than 
100 rooms or more has a procurement manager who 
isn’t concerned about service or comfort, but is inter-
ested in just one thing—he wants to know what the 
price is. So much business from us  is via local offices, 
so we don’t escape there either.

Our Revpar is saved by our premium customers, 
special customers who are prepared to pay for serv-
ice and quality—I can’t be specific in the company 
of competitors—but we have oil accounts, Russian 

accounts, that are very satisfactory.
Richard Thomason: I don’t see 9/11 as a single 
blow. It was the catalyst for a series of disasters for the 
hotel industry—diseases in agriculture, petrol strikes 
that could wipe your business out for two weeks. It was 
a wake-up call to the industry.

What did it teach us? Well, only in the last six or 
seven months has there been any consistency of turn-
over. It is stable consistent revenue that hoteliers need 
with modern employment legislation, which doesn’t 
allow you to be so flexible with employment policies. 
This recovery has been mostly uk  business.
Stuart Metcalfe: 9/11 had a very direct effect on 
Queens Moat Houses—we had three not outstanding 
hotels in London before 9/11—and now we’ve sold all 
of them to people who could afford to invest what was 
required. If you have an under-invested asset in that 
competitive an environment, with over-supply you 

are going to go down first and go down deepest and 
come up last.

The big groups’ reaction to 9/11 was striking. They 
did what big groups always do. First, they cut the capi-
tal expenditure budget to zero, and then they halved 
the marketing budget—exactly the opposite of what 
they should have done. In Queens Moat Houses we 
doubled the on-the-floor marketing spend and it came 
through to us in room rates and in profits. Mostly 

Marketing focus

Hotel marketing under pressure
Bloodied but unbowed, chief executives of leading hotel groups and 
operators told the biennial Hotel Marketing Association Question 
Time how they are coping with the challenge of tough post-9/11 
times. Jonathan Raggett, M D  of Red Carnation, hosted the event 
at The Rubens; he was joined by Crispian Tarrant, M D  of B D RC  
as question master with panellists Richard McKevitt Executive 

Director, Oriel Leisure, Stuart Metcalfe, Group C E O , Queens Moat 
Houses and Richard Thomason, Chief Executive, Jarvis Hotels.

Now people, via the dotcoms, are now looking for 
deals and bargains. Occupancy is back
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we are concentrating on uk  business, with 35 hotels, 
which are now reaching 85% occupancy.
R ich ard McK ev it t: I think it is different this 
time around, in comparison with the previous Gulf 
crisis, we have much better technology and much 
better people, and we’re ready to respond. Previously 
we simply dropped the 
rates—now we understand 
we are in a supply-and-
demand business and on 
a demand curve and they 
haven’t dropped so far. 
Maintaining the people 
investment is so much bet-
ter this time around too.
K ev i n Russell, Jarvis 
Hotels: What really influ-
ences hotel choice today? 
Is it still location, location, 
location or are other fac-
tors more important? 
St uart Metca lfe: 
Location is still the primary 
driver of the customer sat-
isfaction; they don’t want 
to travel farther than they 
have to. Brand is impor-
tant: people like Marriott 
and Express by Holiday 
Inn with a well-defined 
brand are able to commu-
nicate so quickly. Expedia.
com was born after 9/11, 
their marketing budgets 
are bigger than all of ours 
put together and so we’ve 
got to work with them.
Richard McKevitt: People are still looking for 
innovation and differentiation in hotels and people 
will go the extra mile. Differentiation within the brand 
is going to be very important. People in the hotel, 

that’s the other big factor.
Jonathan Raggett: Whatever people claim, you 
can’t duplicate the service factor—put it right up there 
with these others.
David Noones: I am interested that no one has 

yet mentioned loyalty in terms of frequent flier pro-
grammes. 
R ich ard T homason: I’m sceptical about the con-
tinuing appeal of Airmiles and other loyalty schemes. 
I’m sure this is everyone else’s personal experience 
too: you can collect Airmiles to your heart’s content, 

but when you come to cash 
them in, what can you get? 
You can see better deals 
in the back of the Sunday 
papers. These schemes 
will slowly become more 
blurred as they age. 
Jonath a n R agget t: 
Airmiles are important to 
us and we’re going to be 
launching more schemes—
free drinks, free upgrades, 
free nights, bringing the 
spouse—everyone’s look-
ing for a deal these days. 
Keeping a bit of rate integ-
rity—if you have to throw 
in a dinner, a drink, and 
a beauty treatment—makes 
them worthwhile for us.
R ich ard McK ev it t: 
If you are a big group 
and loyalty is part of the 
ethos—and not an alter-
native to discount—then I 
think they have a place in 
a sales strategy.
St uart Metca lfe: We 
see our group is domestic 
in three countries—there 

are people who want to stay in our product; in fact 
over 85% of our customers are domestic—they know 
the specific hotel and feel they know the general man-
ager personally—that’s the real issue that the brand 
has to address.

Ashley de Safrin, Business Link 
for London: Do the panel believe that 
a totally independent hotel, that is 
not part of a chain, has not joined a 
consortium, nor a marketing alliance 
of any kind survive in the future and 
run at a profit? 

Richard Thomason: There are wonderful exam-
ples of where that can be done successfully, when an 
outstanding hotel finds a niche where they can spend 
sufficient on marketing, in a personally driven context 
like Chewton Glen (although as Jonathan Raggett 

Location is still the primary driver of the customer 
satisfaction; they don’t want to travel farther 
than they have to

HMA’s Question Time was held at the Rubens Hotel 
(left). Next door Red Carnation has developed a 
luxurious 20-bedroom exclusive five-star apartment 
hotel, known by its number: No 41.
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pointed out, even they belong to Relais et Chateaux).
Stuart Metcalfe: The hotel in our group of 
which I’m really proud is Oatley Court at Windsor. 
When I try to give people an idea of the diversity of 
Queens Moat, I mention Oatley Court and more often 
than not the response is: ‘I didn’t know that was one 
of your hotels’. That’s my vision of 
our group, properties which are seen 
as individual hotels in their own right. 
It is worth saying that you never see 
a poor Relais et Chateaux or market-
ing system owner—after all they don’t 
face the costs of running hotels, do 
they? When you see the fee structure, 
that isn’t surprising. The test of the 
group is what is the bottom right-hand corner effect in 
terms of the profit and loss and balance sheet.
Martin Evans, The Tourism Business: With the 
proliferation of new small hotel chains—Handpicked 
and Hidden being two recent examples—does the 
panel believe that branding has become more or less 
important? 
Jonathan Raggett: For the nine hotels in the 
Red Carnation group, we like to treat them as totally 
independent hotels and we keep the branding to the 
minimum.
Stuart Metcalfe: The issue is: are you a brand or 
a collection of hotels that operation under one name? 
A Marriott or the Hilton can afford to be totally con-
sistent across the piste. 
Richard McKevitt: Before the Whitbread Hotel 
group took over one baronial hotel in Scotland, we 
were visiting nearby to see what we were getting. 
We met an American guest who described his mas-
sive room, the draughty corridors, the ancient noisy 

plumbing in the bathroom, the four-poster bed, how 
the floor creaked, the wind billowed the net curtains 
out—it was just wonderful to him. This guest knew 
what was coming and he was furious: ‘If you brand 
that hotel a Marriott, I’ll complain like sh*t.’ We did 
brand it as a Marriott, I’m afraid. 

This is an industry that re-invents itself all the time. I 
was at Ken McCulloch’s Dakota ‘palace’ in Nottingham 
last week—that’s a fresh and totally individual design 
concept—it’s new and I wish him every success.

It often comes down to the people in the hotel, 

doesn’t it—a bunch of students who don’t know how 
the till works are not going to embody brand values. 
Stuart Metcalfe: The importance of having the 
very best people is something the uk  hotel industry 
continues to overlook. On the continent, being an 
hotelier is a profession, with a respected place in the 

community. They don’t need brands to make this 
work: just sticking a name over the door, just doesn’t 
have it. No one in the uk  has yet got to the moral 
high ground for a running a perfect hotel—and until 
they do, there is room for mid-market hotels outside 
the groups.
Martin Evans, The Tourism Business: Despite what 
Jonathan said at the outset about the recession being 
over, there are many places on the peripheries of 
London where the recovery simply hasn’t happened 
yet. Why is this? 
Richard Thomason: One problem in this indus-
try is the extremes of economic cycles. While the 
economy as a whole has not had a recession since 
1990, the industry has had issue after issue, with dip 
following trough. We need to work towards evening-
out the wave effect. If you look at the supply of hotels, 
these days the new developments, particularly in the 
mid-market, tend to be on the periphery of towns 
where the industry is. These new properties hit the 

long-standing regional hotels which at 
the same time haven’t seen the return 
to fortune that the majors have.

You must be careful about the local 
identity of your hotel. We are con-
cerned that our properties are valued 
locally and put back as much as they 

take out; we brief our general managers to position the 
hotels at ‘the heart of the community’. To have local 
recognition, you just can’t adopt a brand and system 
and expect that it will all happen.
Richard McKevitt: When the uk  market is 
in a cooling off period, that’s when brands will feel 
the benefits of an international distribution chain, to 
bring them those extra guests.
Nina Johnson-Bennet, Management search 
executive: Identifying senior talent is increasingly dif-
ficult within hospitality. I am interested in what 

you can collect Airmiles to your heart’s content, 
but when you come to cash them in,  

what can you get? You can see better deals in the 
back of the Sunday papers

It is worth saying that you never see a poor Relais 
et Chateaux or marketing system owner – after 
all they don’t face the costs of running hotels? 
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you have to do to attract the top-class people you 
talk about? How frequently do you search in other 
industries? 
Stuart Metcalfe: When you’ve had our very pub-
lic problems of financial difficulties, which have been 
enormously publicised, holding on to any employees 
at all was the challenge for us. And if you wanted to do 
anything new, how do you attract good people away 

from comfortable positions in other groups where they 
are well rewarded?

We found that money isn’t the only motivator, par-
ticularly for people who are looking for real challenge. 
I am surrounded by a leadership team who can talk 
with enthusiasm about their vision of what they want 
to happen. That makes all the difference and then the 
phone begins to ring, even when people know the 
difficulties we face; in fact often people want to come 
to us because they see they can make a real difference 
and work with a senior management who can lead as 
a team.

What motivates those individuals to come to us? It 
is not just paying more; we have to understand what 
makes them tick and what gives them a kick—the real 
satisfaction of a job well done. Of course pay plays its 
part—you have to be within that quartile—and how 
do you find out what the market is? We must look at 
best-in-class industries, to recruit not just from other 
hotels. 

The sales and marketing director must come from 
outside hotels, bringing a discipline in sales and mar-
keting which you don’t find in hotels. The people 
running the sales and marketing operations in hotels 
are often not the right individuals: 
they are just the best salesperson who 
has been promoted to something he 
or she doesn’t do very well. We find 
we do better with people with other 
experience—retail for instance—and 
general managers with outstanding 
general management skills, who understand the busi-
ness well and the financial impact, the bottom right-
hand corner that I mentioned earlier.
Kevin Mullan, Director, Interline Hotelbank Ltd: 
Whose fault is that? 
Stuart Metcalfe: I take the blame for this as the 
chief executive, and it’s the organisation’s fault too: 

salespeople in a company aren’t going to turn down a 
well-paid job that they are selected for. Sales orientated 
and customer facing—that’s the essence of the indus-
try and if the industry doesn’t produce that—we need 
to go outside.
Richard Thomason: Ten years ago, it was all 
about cherishing the sales force, we had to pamper 
them because of the important job they were doing, 

flash cars and so on. It is so different 
now: out there, in sales terms, it’s the 
Wild West. Take someone who has 
come up through a tougher, more 
focused industry. Our industry has 
been very comfortable and our mar-
keting directors have been pulled in 

all directions: it is not their fault if they lost concentra-
tion. We like to bring in talent from outside: my food 
and beverage director has come to us from the airline 
industry—we wanted a different technology, which he 
brought with him.
Stuart Metcalfe: My experience has been that 
sales and marketing people and operations talk differ-
ent languages. Generally, ceos come from operations 
and finance and they don’t typically understand mar-
keting. So there’s a challenge for this group.
David Bowie, Oxford Brookes University: How impor-
tant is the consumer’s view in the marketing plan, 
especially the business traveller’s view? 
Richard McKevitt: In my world, I know about 
marketing managers who have been sales people and 
we mustn’t forget in this context that marketing is a 
whole range of sciences. If you don’t research your 
customer, in my language you’re going to be a boiled 
frog. 

Regardless of your brand and its power, you must 
understand what you customer wants. Today the cus-
tomer wants a four-star London hotel; tomorrow they 
want a budget hotel on their way to Edinburgh. The 
concept at Express by Holiday Inn is that we cut out 

what the customer isn’t prepared to pay for—swim-
ming pools, porterage, spas and health treatments, 
room service: what they want is wi-fi internet, plenty 
of space and a good cup of coffee. We are offering to 
customers on the move a four-star space with three-
star service and two-star facilities at a one-star price.
Jonathan Raggett: We have less excuse for not 

The sales and marketing director must come from 
outside hotels, bringing a discipline in sales and 

marketing which you don’t find in hotels.

On the continent, being an hotelier is a profession, 
with a respected place in the community. They 
don’t need brands to make this work
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knowing what customers want, because in five-star No 
41 we have two members of staff for every guest; here 
in the four-star Rubens Hotel, there’s about one-and-a 
half people per room. Our secret weapon is to get the 
email address of every customer; then we send out 
to them 50 questions by email and we’ve got 70,000 
guests on our database.

Among these customers are 55 people who are happy 
to pay more than £700 just for a bedroom. Let me tell 
you a story. We wanted to do something special for 
those customers: we had four passes priced at £10,000 
for the British Grand Prix at Silverstone, to stay at the 
Milestone hotel for two nights, with a helicopter flight 
out there. We knew that of the 55 special customers, 
24 had said to us that they ‘liked sport’, so we emailed 
out the invitation and would you believe 18 wanted to 
come—that gave us all sorts of trouble. We had to offer 
them something comparable.

Our general managers are on an incentive to get 400 

questionnaires answered each month, and they have 
generally exceeded this target.
Richard Thomason: Who are they, the people 
who fill out these questionnaires? How do they have 
time to do this? The things drive me mad. For God’s 
sake talk to the customer, you’re much more likely to 
get a real response.
Jonathan Raggett: We use the questionnaires 
with the guests’ companies: ‘Mr Green liked staying in 
the hotel’ we are able to say to procurement managers. 
For our 40,000 three-stay guests, when we contacted 
them for the first time, we had a 70% response rate 
with lots of offers of free weekends, drinks and so on. 
We are now getting down to a response rate of one in 
five. The praise we get in the responses is really good 
for the staff, putting them up on the staff noticeboard 
has a good impact.
Richard Thomason: Talk to customers and you 
might not like what they say—but you must try to do 

Ken McCulloch’s ‘fresh and totally individual design concept’, the Dakota Hotel at Annesley, Nottingham. This 
designer’s perspective emphasises the Bletchley Park common room/Edwardian country house side of the design, 
understating the intensely comtemporary feel that has been achieved (top right) – see www.dakotahotels.co.uk
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what they say—do not put silly pieces of paper in front 
of people, as you will get poor answers. Also, when you 
are following up, phone don’t write—if someone asks 
you in person, you might tell them, its amazing what 
people say on the phone. 
Stuart Metcalfe: We’re forgetting here that mar-
keting is a science. Take a look at the way customer-
relationship management has emerging in the last 
decade in the Harvard Business Review. 

Loyalty programmes have become an amenity-creep 

‘me too’. I don’t have the answer as to why the guest 
stays in a hotel again. It’s a science and in a few years 
we are going to see people predicting who is going to 
stay in the hotel and that where you have to go to 
bring in the customers that will give you the Revpar 
uplift.
Martin Evans, The Tourism Business: Where do 
you see the crucial new markets emerging for your 
hotels? 
Richard Thomason: We need to engage properly 
with the disabled market, for whom we have sunk mil-
lions of pounds into our properties over the last couple 
of years. The disabled community must be made far 
more welcome than they are at present. The physical 
access is there now, but they aren’t coming out to us: 
it isn’t just the ramps and loops; this is a much larger 
market than we’ve understood.

Richard McKevitt: China. Of course, there’s not 
a high propensity to speak English in that market. If 
they are coming here, we will have to do a lot more 
marketing and get onto the front foot and see what 
those customers want.
Jonathan Raggett: China is the buzz market; 
certainly at the conference I attended last week, where 
all the talk was about China. We’ve got to under-
stand what they need, and start developing a strategy 
for when they come over. For our size of properties, 

we focus on the people we currently 
look after and predominantly the uk/
Europe market. When there is trouble 
in the world, the Brits and Europeans 
will carry on travelling; our us  and 
Japanese visitors stop travelling imme-
diately.

Stuart Metcalfe: I’m certain that the market 
which already uses the hotel is the one that is most 
often overlooked in hotels.
David Bowie, Oxford Brookes University: I’m sure 
incidentally that the China market will be driven 
by tour groups and organisers. I’d be interested in 
how the chief executives see their brand, particularly 
what emotional form the brand of their hotel takes 
and how they would describe its character?
Richard McKevitt: I think writing its own epi-
taph is the best way to do that. People have said some-
what unfairly about limited-service hotels: Wonderful 
in bed, great at the breakfast, but died in the service 
at dinner. At Express by Holiday Inn, overlooking the 
garden courts and things that didn’t work in earlier 
versions of the brand, we are aiming at refreshing sim-
plicity, and the product reflects that. Our appeal isn’t 

We are offering to customers on the move a four-
star space with three-star service and two-star 
facilities at a one-star price

On the left is Expedia.co.uk, the combination of eBay and Amazon.com which inspires healthy respect from these 
experts. On the right, the riposte of Queens Moat Houses – the virtual tour – in this case just downloading.
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confined to a particular market segment: I have as 
many Rolls-Royces outside my hotels as Jonathan, and 
we have many Red Carnation customers. 
Stuart Metcalfe: With our history, I suppose 
there’s been a factual and an aspirational brand char-
acter. For the factual side, with our balance sheet three 
years ago there could be virtually no investment and 
we had to reduce from 42 to 32 hotels. On the aspi-
rational side, it’s not very pc  at the moment, but in 
those days we worked with: ‘be as good as you can 
be’. We found over 65% of the busi-
ness came from 35 miles radius of the 
hotels; it’s its own business in a com-
munity. What we confirmed is what 
Trust Houses knew, that you can get 
the customer past the hole in the car-
pet (cries of ‘Only one hole?’); in the 
uk  mid-market they will put up with ‘old, worn and 
clean’ but not ‘old, worn and dirty’.
Richard Thomason: What you must realise is 
that over 50% of our business comes from the imme-
diate locality of the hotel, and that is just as well: 
there’s no gds  (Global Distribution System) for you 
in January, April or August. People here will have been 
involved in the ‘Invisible Visitor’ grading system and 
that was looking at 1,000 points, but we reckon there 
are six key pillars: great shower, the welcome, great 
breakfast, a good bed, good tv  and quiet and warm 
clean room. 
Jonathan Raggett: We say in Red Carnation: 
‘No request too large, no detail too small’.
Richard McKevitt: We have to be able to react 
to what else is going on in the market. Yesterday I was 
talking to someone in RyanAir and they said that in 
the early days no one complained about £30 tickets 

because the others were from British Airways at £500. 
Now everyone is doing it, they complain like buggery. 
Our customers are very hard people to please.
David McCaskey, Colchester Institute: It is often 
claimed by Philip Green and by Terry Leahy of Tesco 
amongst others that ‘Retail is detail’. How would you 
implement this mantra in your business? Can you 
focus particularly on how to achieve consistency of 
delivery across a multi-site enterprise? 
Richard McKevitt: It is so much easier to get the 
consistency across a group, but the business of deliver-
ing a brand consistently is much more complex than 
people imagine. 

I was involved with Whitbread Inns ‘corporatising’ 
the Mulligan’s Fish Restaurant concept which we had 
purchased. In Cardiff where it started, it had been a 
roaring success, but when we opened fifteen, we hit 
problems: the menu said we were offering 16oz sole 
and what did we do if we couldn’t get them that size? 
Like it or not, you have to get measurability into cor-
porate systems to get consistency: a corporate brand is 
delivering something very different from an individual 
outlet. 

Tesco has taken on the cultures which Marks & 
Spencer & Sainsbury’s had at one time and now have 
lost. I like the concept from Marks & Spencer that they 
had one marketing manager and thousands of sales 
people—in fact, everyone else in the company—work-
ing for them. An approach may work in the two-
dimensional encounter of a sales call, but our business 
is much more complex. Think of how many customer 
interfaces there are in walking down a corridor in a 
hotel—and complicated ones too.
Richard Thomason: With Sainsbury’s now talk-
ing about supply-chain problems, the hotel industry 
needs to realise how complex a supply chain we’re 
controlling. At Jarvis we’ve got 1,700 items ordered 
up every day and serious consequences if they aren’t 
there. Looking at a real customer journey, you’ve got 
to pass the customer form hand to hand. The retailing 
mantras do work. ‘Eye appeal is buy appeal’. This is 

Stuart Metcalfe’s point about market-
ing: it comes down to disciplines and 
people. It’s not that we don’t get it 
setup up in front, but we leak.
Stuart Metcalfe: I am a huge 

admirer of Tesco: they have a brilliant customer-rela-
tionship management set-up which they built when 
no one else was convinced about its value. They have 
used it to good effect—revenue growth is what it is all 
about for them. I’ll drive eight miles past Sainsbury’s 
and Waitrose stores to shop at Tesco. (Cries of ‘You 
need help’.) That is the Holy Grail for the hotel indus-
try, to have customers diverting miles out of brand 
loyalty.

Don’t forget also that Tesco have got brilliant pr  
and it’s all upbeat stories in the media about Terry and 
what he does. In our recruitment process I’ve talked to 
people from lower down, and many of them are just 

I’m certain that the market which already uses 
the hotel is the one that is most often  

overlooked in hotels

Limited-service hotels: Wonderful in bed, great at 
the breakfast, but died in the service at dinner
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as unhappy as people can be in the lower echelons of 
the hotel industry.
Selena Hobbes, Marketing consultant: How much 
do the panel spend on PR, and how much contribu-
tion do they think out-house PR agents and agencies 
can make in the hotel industry? 
Jonathan Raggett: Red Carnation divides its pr  
between an in-house team of two and two out-house 
people; we find this division of labour works very well. 
The issue with pr  for me is that it is not always tangi-
ble: a half page in a glossy is difficult to price, even if 
for a small group it is very nice to have: we must get 
our name mentioned whenever we can. Then there is 
a sales and marketing group, with five in marketing, 

including online people and 15 in a separate sales 
team.
Richard Thomason: You need a level of inde-
pendence in pr  to get the local story right—with a 
good in-house term for internal and external needs.
Stuart Metcalfe: It’s all about linking pr  into 
your objectives. I am a great advocate for pr  and it’s 
all out-sourced at Queens Moat with so many issues 
going on. When I think who I most need as the peo-

ple to stand alongside me in difficult times, number 
one is our hr  director and for me number two is our 
account manger at the pr  company. Getting stuff in 
the national press about how wonderful we are, we 
weren’t up for.
David Eck, Red Carnation: What proportion of your 
budget are you spending on marketing? Where is 
the impetus to increase the marketing budget com-
ing from—from external challenges in the market, 
or issues like the internet or China? What do you 
emphasise? 
Richard Thomason: Our marketing budget is a 
very fluid budget at present. Marketing has more influ-
ence over distribution than sales teams at present, I am 

not saying that it is like a slush fund, 
but this budget has to be dynamic. 
Today’s marketing budget can’t be set 
beyond a three or six month horizon.
Stuart Metcalfe: How many 
have you stood in a budget process 

meeting when someone has taken off the marketing 
budget without realising the negative consequences 
on revenue and profits? In 2005 it is unacceptable not 
to realise the consequences of this.

On the other hand try to imagine for a moment 
that your marketing director has made you an offer 
to spend £1m to put £5m onto the top line. The only 
snag here is that sales and marketing can’t even con-
vince you that they can got that first £1m that they 

The level of ability to measure in the hotel 
industry is diddley squat 

The lobby of Red Carnation’s 
substantial four-star premier 
hotel near Buckingham 
Palace, the Rubens where 
the HMA Question Time 
was held. The hotel offers 
armchair views across 
the street to the Queen’s 
carriages pulling out of the 
Royal Mews. Next door is the 
hotel’s South African theme 
restaurant. In 2004 The 
Rubens offered a ‘Sizzling 
Summer’ package to August 
31st. Rates for two start 
at $347 per room for two 
nights and include a deluxe 
room, welcome cocktail or 
glass of wine, afternoon 
tea on one of the two days, 
picnic basket for lunch in one 
of the nearby parks.
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had spent back. The level of ability to measure in the 
hotel industry is diddley squat. 
Richard Thomason: Anyone who says, like they 
always do, that they are going to spend five percent 
of turnover on their marketing budget, when they 
don’t know what their turnover is going to be is tell-
ing stories. 

When you think of the compelling arguments that 
can be made from other departments for investment 
that will give a direct return: spending by operations 
on refurbishment, on it , on human resources’ systems 
or on training our people. If there is a strong argu-
ment for putting another £1m into sales and market-
ing, then it has to be made to stand up against these 
other calls for resources and the result is likely to be a 
trade-off. Linking ratio of marketing spend to turnover 
is a fallacy, because you cannot predict your turnover 
reliably.
Stuart Metcalfe: As the ceo  of a Plc you’ve 
got one quarter, or at best two quarters to produce an 
impact: the City is watching for results now or at least 
tomorrow. So for sales and marketing, it’s all about 
getting on the same wavelength and having marketing 
that produces some immediate results as well as longer 
term ones.
David Eck, Red Carnation: Do the chief executives 
believe hotels should be spending more of their mar-
keting budget online rather than on traditional off-
line activities? 
Jonathan Raggett: Red Carnation has had a 
big drive into online. We see it as the way forward 
for our marketing: three years ago, revenue was going 
down and we had to pull away from adverts in guides 
because of the costs.
Stuart Metcalfe: Online meets the ceos need 
for accountability. Others have looked at online as an 
additional budget and another route 
to market, but that simply won’t do, 
we can’t go on adding lines of cost. 
We can measure the online work a lot 
more finitely, for instance, by com-
parison with guidebook entries. Hotel 
marketers have to be much more will-
ing to take risks and make mistakes—like we need to 
see what effect going out of that guide has. Online 
is just another new distribution channel, not a new 
budget.
Richard Thomason: Deliberately no, we haven’t 
spent more online, by experience and results yes, we 
are going that way. We made an early mistake with the 
web, from which we learnt a lot.
Jonathan Raggett: David Eck has a person in 
his department making sure that we’re on the first 

page on Google when you put ‘luxury London hotel’ 
into Google—this is a business of contacts and clever 
web management and design. (Crispian Tarrant had 
put ‘Rubens Hotel’ into Google and had got at least a 
couple of pages of agents first.)
Stuart Metcalfe: Let’s be realistic here, these 
agents are here to stay. Expedia.com have a lot more 
money than us. So we have to roll with them.
Richard McKevitt: Going onto Expedia.com 
with our prices was a bold but necessary step for us, 
and I am happy with the results. I tell my friends in 
other industries who ring up asking if I can get them 
a cheap room to look on Expedia.com for their best 
deal and then contact the hotel that they want and 
then take 10% more off, as the hotel is giving Expedia 
30%.
Nicole Kaufman, Jarvis Hotels: Many operators 
have turned to price discounting to drive leisure sales, 
as it is simple to communicate and easily understood. 
In future, how do you expect your marketing teams 
to build brand loyalty and stop price erosion in the 
leisure market? 
Richard Thomason: We’ve had a long focus on 
price in the leisure market. We’ve got to concentrate 
on the experience to protect our rates.
Jonathan Raggett: A customer who leaves 
happy, tells ten people. We do a lot of packages: the 
romantic one for instance—a room with a hamper that 
goes in at midnight, with chocolates and a bottle of 
champagne—to try and keep some rate in the leisure 
market. One issue here in London is that, in contrast 
to ten years ago, we have wonderful restaurants and 
other experiences which we want people to use, as 
they are part of the attraction.
Richard McKevitt: In the limited-service sector, 
we find we are driving better yields than our higher 

price competitors. We do an analysis and set a fair 
price in the market and sit with it. What has hap-
pened is that customers have been educated to buy 
their summer holidays in July rather than January: by 
contrast, whenever you buy with us, the price is the 
same, that makes it easier to buy.
Kevin Mullan, Director, Interline Hotelbank Ltd: 
How are you going about stopping price erosion? Are 
you driving direct reservations? 
Richard Thomason: What you have to remem-

a strong argument for putting another £1m into 
sales and marketing, then it has to be made to 

stand up against…other calls for resources
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ber is that if you are discounting with direct reserva-
tions you are not giving more to the agents as dacp 
is deducted off the net room rate. 

Once I saw a ‘three for the price of one’ on Thistle 
in the Mail at the worst of the frantic discounting 
that immediately followed 9/11. We are getting away 
from discounting, but in some markets it’s going to 
get worst before it gets better. There’s no doubt repeat 
business is the way to do it. I know of a small hotel 
in the Lake District, privately owned, a great success 
with 12 rooms; he’s built up a base of 6,000 customers 
which has taken him seven years.
David Eck, Red Carnation: What value does the 
panel attach to a traditional hotel brochure? 
Richard Thomason: A number of our grand-
mothers still want them. There’s not doubt the spread 
of universal broadband is helping us to go online. 
Like it or not, customers still feel great comfort in the 
brochure.
Jonathan Raggett: At Red Carnation we’re still 
spending as much on our brochures as before. We are 
reducing the amount of words we use, as people are 
reading less. Photography has to be dynamic, crisp and 
clear, we are spending more on website too. However, 
we are forever filling our brochure racks up, so I guess 
that’s good, but it is hard to measure.
Stuart Metcalfe: At present, brochures are a 
necessary evil. We have spent a fortune on photog-
raphy to give two of our three estates a 360° tour on 
our website. That is the way of the future, and there, 
unlike brochures, we can measure its effectiveness.
Richard McKevitt: Six Continents, as it then 
was, spent £0.5m twice a year on brochures, and 
needed to update them for facilities, numbers and so 
on which are changing all the time. We are trying to 
cut back: I think brochures are simply not dynamic 
enough to interest the customer. These don’t fit with 
the future—I can see a rapid phasing out of the bro-
chure in Intercontinental. 

The reporting of the debate is the work of The Hospitality 
Review who would be happy to hear from any partici-

pants wanting to clarify the record.

The Hotel Marketing Association (HMA) has promoted 
good marketing practice in the hotel industry for 33 
years. As the official branch for the hotel industry of the 
Chartered Institute of Marketing, since 1991 it has pre-
sented Hotel Marketing Awards to hotels and chains that 
have lead their field in different areas of marketing at the 
Savoy Hotel each December. The current chair of HMA is 
Pamela Carvell, well known in the industry, who leads a 
successful marketing and training company.

Dr Crispian Tarrant is Managing Director, Business 
Development Research Consultants (BDRC).

Richard McKevitt is Executive Director, Oriel Leisure Ltd, a 
leading operator of Express by Holiday Inn hotels. He has 
25 years of experience in the industry, he was Operations 
Director of Whitbread Hotels (1992–95) and moved to be 
Golf Operations Director for the company’s golf hotels. He 
was Managing Director of Hotels for Premier Hotels Ltd, 
where he opened 22 hotels in two years.

Stuart Metcalfe was appointed Group Chief Executive, 
Queens Moat Houses plc in October 2003. He joined the 
group as Corporate Development Director in 2001; he was 
formerly Senior Vice-President of worldwide sales at Hilton 
Group plc.

Jonathan Raggett has been Managing Director, Red 
Carnation Hotels for four years. He came to the company 
seven years ago to reposition the Palace from a good three-
star to deluxe four-star property. In addition he has opened 
the adjacent five-star gold-ribbon ‘41’.

Richard Thomason has been Chief Executive, Jarvis Hotels 
Ltd since April 2002. He joined the company in 1990 as 
Director, Customer Values. Previously he had held manage-
ment jobs with Forte, Hilton and Ladbroke. His first job 
was to instal a front-office computer system for Grand 
Metropolitan; he is author of Profitable Hotel Reception 
and won Gold and Silver medals in Cold Buffet work at 
Hotelympia and Salon Culinare in 1969.
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