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Choice emphasizes loyalty, 
updates brands
By Nicole Carlino 
Senior Associate Editor

LAS VEGAS—Loyalty was top of mind 
for Choice Hotels International at the 
62nd annual Choice Hotels Conven
tion, held here at Mandalay Bay.

Joining several other brand compa
nies, Choice used the conference to 
reveal exclusive rates that will soon be 
available for Choice Privileges members. 
Beginning this summer, all members 
will have access to exclusive discounts 
via direct booking channels. During the 
opening session, President & CEO Steve 
Joyce noted that 2015 had been a record 
year for revenue, with CRS sales up 13% 
and more than 53% of hotel revenue 
coming from ChoiceHotels.com, and the 
brand’s mobile platforms, call centers, 
Choice Privileges and global sales.

This new move follows a complete 
redesign of the program, which now 
offers faster rewards for members, this 
past February. Throughout the confer
ence, Choice executives highlighted the 
impact this redesign has had on the 
company. “About five years ago, we used 
to grow the Choice Privileges program 
at a rate of one million members per 
year,” reflected EVP/COO Pat Pacious,

who, at press time, was promoted to 
president/COO. “With the launch of the 
new program earlier this year, we cap
tured one million new members in the 
first 100 days, and we’re on pace to add 
over four million by the end of the year.” 

The company also revealed that 
Choice Privileges members will soon 
be able to receive rewards from Uber in 
the U.S. and Tim Horton’s in Canada.

Additionally, updates and changes 
were announced for several of Choice’s 
brands. One change that will be hap
pening across all brands? Choice is 
expanding its sustainability program, 
Room to Be Green, by requiring partic
ipation from every hotel in the system.

“Many of our competitors have al
ready been active in this space,” said 
Joyce. “Today’s travelers expect it—es
pecially Millennials—and it’s import
ant to corporate and midweek business 
guests, too.” He noted that sustainabil
ity also enables hotels to save money.

Choice is also in the midst of rede
signing its mobile app. Pacious noted 
that features the brand is looking at 
include mobile check-in and checkout, 
ordering food from your room and two- 
way communication with hotel staff.

continued on page 16
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Study measures 
industry impact 
of social media
By Stefani C. O’Connor 
Executive News Editor

NEW YORK—If your daily dose as a ho
telier includes Twitter, Instagram, Face- 
book, loading local content and making 
nice with that not-so-happy guest 
shredding your property on TripAdvisor, 
a benchmark study by experts at univer
sities in New York and Pennsylvania has 
gone beyond the fluff to determine the 
impact of social media on the lodging 
industry—notably at the property lev
el—and how it’s being wrangled.

“There still really isn’t this sort of com
prehensive metric means or way of mea
suring the value of social media. When 
you look at any of the studies that are 
out there, it’s about TripAdvisor, Twitter 
and Facebook, and that’s not how hote
liers manage their day-to-day business. 
We wanted to take a look at this whole 
platform, the whole ecosystem of social 
media and how hoteliers are manag
ing and measuring it. What we found 
from the study is that they’re still in 
the process of learning how to do those 
two things,” said Donna Quadri-Felitti, 

continued on page 58
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hospitality industry is sunny, 
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^Virtual reality 
breaks down the 
geographical 
barriers that 
previously existed 
between our hotels, 
our brand and our 
guests”

—Steven Taylor, 
Shangri-La Hotels 

and Resorts
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Social media study
continued from page 7 
director/associate professor, School 
of Hospitality Management at Penn 
State University.

She, together with Bjorn Hanson, 
clinical professor, Tisch Center for 
Hospitality and Tourism at New York 
University, have produced the research 
study, “U.S. Hotels and Social Media: 
Objectives, Reporting, Measurement 
and Results,” a seminal effort to find 
out how hoteliers are using what have 
become mainstream communication 
avenues and sources of information.

The study looks to understand how 
the industry is using social media 
along several lines, including organi
zational reporting, resources, goals 
and objectives, demographics, activi
ties, ROI and trends set against loca
tion, size, segment, affiliation and 
management structure.

Among key findings are 20% of ho
tels have two or more full-time social 
media employee/equivalents; 85% of 
hotel social media programs are man
aged at the property level; the primary 
social media goals are to increase 
room reservations and guest satisfac
tion; and 23% of hotels’ ROI regarding 
social media programs is estimated.

“This will be the most comprehen
sive, both in terms of respondents and 
the breadth of questions,” said Hanson. 
“Some of it may have been intuitive.
If I had said to many people in the 
industry: ‘Guess at the answer’ for al
most 700 respondents, some may have 
guessed right or wrong, but there were 
a few that were not as expected.”

Unlike the instantaneous nature of 
the subject matter, the study itself was 
in process for quite some time, aris
ing from discussions between the two 
educators in 2013. “We talked about it 
and then it took a while to develop an

approach to achieving a large sample. 
Then, we spent quite a bit of time try
ing to make a questionnaire that had 
almost everything we wanted but 
would not be so long that no one would 
ever complete it. Then, we wanted to 
give people enough time to respond 
through end-of-the-year and budget
ing seasons, and things that come up. 
We just wanted to do it right rather 
than fast,” said Hanson.

Requests for participation were sent 
to hotel property managers by mail 
in spring 2014 to 52,932 addresses 
provided by STR, Inc. A total of 121 
mailings were returned undeliverable; 
693 individuals responded and 519 
answered all questions for a 74.9% 
completion rate and an overall 1.3% 
response rate.

“We got a good response rate for this 
kind of a survey,” said Hanson. “For 
this type of research, in general, the 
expected response rate is about a half 
of 1%. So, we got between two and 
three times what might be expected.”

Hanson suggested there also might 
have been some overlaps in the mail
ings or potential respondents transi
tioning out of particular appropriate 
positions. “There are just a lot of things 
that cause sample response rates to be 
low,” said Hanson. “I was pleased with 
the outcome.”

While some of the questions may 
seem basic (e.g., to whom does the 
social function report?) and responses 
unsurprising (overall: general manager 
43%; director of sales and marketing 
30%), additional filters such as proper
ty location, segment, brand, indepen
dent, franchised and managed brought 
more depth of data.

For example, in responses based on 
location with more frequent social me
dia function, for 63% of franchised ho
tels the function reports to the GM, but 
for managed hotels that number drops 
to 24%; for managed hotels, 46% of the 
reporting is to the director of sales & 
marketing and 24% to “other.”

There’s also more frequent reporting 
to the director of sales & marketing for 
urban and resort hotels, while the high
est frequency of reporting to the GM is 
for highway/interstate (68%), airport 
(64%) and small town/metro (57%).

“It’s kind of intuitive that larger 
hotels that might have a larger sales 
and marketing department would 
likely [have it] manage the social me
dia function,” said Hanson. “What’s

“Where [social 
media] actually 
gets processed 
is probably 
less important 
than who has 
access to the 
information and 
acts on it.”

—Bjorn Hanson 
NYU’s Tisch Center 

for Hospitality and 
Tourism

important here is that we got an an
swer, a quantitative result—where, be
fore, people could have guessed and we 
wouldn’t have known if those guesses 
were correct or not.”

Similarly, the study found not all so
cial media channels and programs are 
managed the same (see chart) at ho
tels. For example, 84% manage review 
site activities at the property level. For 
those that don’t, it is managed at the 
brand or corporate level (50%) or by a 
third-party (42%).

A total of 76% of respondent hotels 
manage social networks at the prop
erty level, while 33% are managed at 
the brand or corporate level and by a 
third-party for 30%.

“We have to keep in mind that this 
study was the first time we asked 
about a variety of social media plat
forms and outlets... It’s growing at 
such a rapid rate that the question of 
where does a particular social media 
management effort lie is difficult,” 
said Quadri-Felitti.

Hoteliers were asked to rate the im
portance of their properties’ social

continued on page 62
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continued from  page 58
media initiatives in driving certain 
goals. Those considered “extremely im
portant” included: Increase room reser
vations—61%; Increase guest satisfac
tion scores—59%; Increase search rank
ings—56%; Generate referrals—52%: 
and Enhance positioning —48%.

Also considered important is to 
generate media attention (36%) and 
increase loyalty or rewards program 
members (36%).

Other “benefits” cited include: a ho
tel’s appearance of being current and 
tech savvy; engagement with guests; 
enhancement of emotional connection 
with guests; and presence to compete 
with competitors.

As to whether the industry should 
carve a dedicated position or job title 
to address how social media is man
aged, Hanson pointed to the “objec
tives” responses, noting number one- 
increase room reservations—appears 
to be a sales function. “I think the an
swer is, like many things that happen 
in hotels, it should be shared,” he said, 
adding: “The quality of information, 
because of the number of responses 
that come through social media, prob
ably make it something that fits across 
all of the department heads or the 
executive committee. Where it actu
ally gets processed is probably less 
important than who has access to the 
information and acts on it.”

Quadri-Felitti suggested, “Over time, 
as we refine our management skills 
[around social media], we’ll refine the 
analytics that go with it.”

When asked if they estimated or mea
sured room nights sold that are directly 
attributable to their hotels’ social me
dia activities, 68% of all responses 
came back “No,” while 32% said “Yes.”

The highest negative answers were 
for economy (81%), highway/interstate 
hotels (80%), franchised (79%), full- 
service (79%), upscale and midscale 
(77%), suburban (75 %), and 50- to 
100-room hotels (75%).

Positive answers came from indepen
dents, hotels with 101 to 200 rooms, 
those with more than 200 rooms, urban 
and small town/metro, upscale and 
midscale.

Those who responded positively also 
were asked as a percent of total annul 
occupied rooms, what is an estimate of 
those that can be attributed to social

media activities (See chart)?
The most frequent answer is 1% to 

3% (26% of respondents), but the next 
most frequent answer is 20% or more 
(24%), followed by 3% to 10% (21%). 
The least frequent response is below 
1% (11%).

According to the study, these answers 
indicate an anticipated large effect on 
occupied rooms from social media, 
which is among the newest type of 
distribution outlets, so for few hotels 
to realize 1% to 3% of rooms nights 
resulting from social media, and many 
realizing more than 20%, is considered 
a major finding of the research.

Hanson said the skew toward inde
pendent hotels in terms of positive re
sponses “kind of makes sense. They’re 
using social media almost as their 
distribution outlet instead of just the 
more-traditional guest relationships 
and reinforcing the selection of this 
hotel vs. other hotels.”

Concerning rate, the survey asked 
if ADR attributed to occupied room 
nights generated by social media was 
higher, lower or the same as the hotel’s 
overall ADR (see chart). The most fre
quent answer came back “the same” 
(57%), followed by “lower” (28%).

The study finds the social media ac
tivity most managed at the property 
level is for review sites (88%), such as 
TripAdvisor, followed by geosocial and 
blog initiatives (52%), and microblogs, 
Twitter and media sharing (48%).

Respondents also consider social 
media as a guest expectation, a hotel 
owner/investor expectation and some
thing that provides a hotel with a com
petitive advantage.

Additionally, there are differences 
in the priorities and management of 
different social media activities, but 
no significant differences by property 
attributes. H B

The entire study may he found at: 
hhd.psu.edu/'shm/US-Hotels-and- 
Social-Media

Which entity manages the following social media activities?

■ T o ta l Managed by Third Party "M an a g e d  by Brand/Corporate "M an a g e d  a t Property ■  Do not Partic ipate at Property " N o  Answer

600

TripAdvisor Fo ursq uare  F aceb ook Tw itter W ordPress P in terest

Estimate of Total Annual Occupied Room Nights 
Attributed to Social Media Activities

< 1 %  1 %  < 3 %  3 %  < 1 0 %  1 0 %  < 2 0 %  2 0 %  +

ADR Directly Attributed to Occupied Room Nights 
Generated by Social Media Activities

Generational Segments Targeted by TripAdvisor

Gen Y (1 3 -3 2 )  Gen X (3 3 -4 8 )  B oom er (4 9 -6 7 )  S ilent (6 8 -9 1 )  No s p ecific  gen eratio n

Source: “ U.S. Hotels and Social Media: Objectives, Reporting, Measurement and Results’’
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