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Chapter 1 

Ticking all the boxes - having the right tools 
 

Before we launch into a whole raft of online marketing activities it is important to understand 

the big picture ….all the elements which go into a successful marketing campaign. 

Understanding the accommodation buying cycle is key here.  

 

The Accommodation Buying Cycle 

A convenient way to visualise your online 

presence is to use the accommodation buying 

cycle. What the cycle shows is a series of 

steps, a sort of virtuous circle, starting with 

how travellers find you all the way through to 

sharing their experience of staying with you 

with their friends and other travellers. The key 

thing to realise when planning your attack on 

the web is that ALL phases of the buying cycle 

need to be addressed. 

 

Discovery (getting found) 

There are dozens of ways travellers might find you and the trick here is to pop up everywhere 

possible. This includes being found on search engines (Google, Bing etc.), on social media 

(TripAdvisor, Facebook, YouTube etc.), on OTA sites (like Booking.com, Expedia, HRS etc.), 

on blogs, on affiliate websites, on maps, on videos and via your website, mobile site and 

Facebook site. Discovery /Getting Found is the area where most investments are made in 

search engine optimisation (SEO) and paid search (also known as search engine marketing 

or SEM). You want travellers to find you both early in the planning cycle …when they are 

dreaming about where they might go and what they might do, right through to the point 

where they are booking their travel. 

 

Planning and Selection 

Once a potential customer has “discovered” you, the next step is deciding whether they are 

going to stay with you, versus others they have discovered which compete with you. An 

average traveller will visit 16 websites during the final week of planning / selection, so you 

need to make sure you have all the critical information available (competitive pricing, room 

and facilities information, maps, pictures, videos etc.) and that your site is mobile friendly, 

user friendly (easy to navigate) and loads quickly. Traveller feedback on sites like 

TripAdvisor plays a critical role in this selection process as well. 
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Booking 

Travellers expect room availability information to be displayed live and to then be able to 

secure a room instantly by booking on their desktop or mobile device using a credit card or 

other online payment service. They do not like to wait for an email response to confirm 

availability or to book and will instead move to other sites where they don’t have this 

restriction.  

 

They also expect the site they book on to be both trustworthy and secure (using industry 

standard payment interfaces and security systems), to have booking policies clearly 

displayed, and to have an intuitive user interface similar to what they see when they use 

sites like Expedia or Booking.com. It also helps convert more lookers to bookers if your 

booking engine has some calls to action such as letting travellers know how many rooms 

are left, or how many other travellers are looking at the website. Many websites lose the final 

booking to OTAs simply because the booking process was not familiar, too long, too hard or 

didn’t prompt a decision to book now. 

 

Experiencing & Sharing 

This is an area of growing importance and leads straight back to the discovery phase. It is all 

about travellers telling their friends and fellow travellers about you, and today this is HUGE. 

Traditional marketing was all about you telling others how good you are; social marketing is 

about getting your customers telling their networks how good you are.  If you understand 

this you will understand how important social marketing is.  

 

Facebook for example has 1.1 billion daily users, many of them travellers at some point, and 

most in constant contact with their network of friends. They post images of your rooms, 

your food, your pool … just about everything, along with comments that can be good or bad 

depending on how well you do.  In fact Facebook users post over 300 million images daily. In 

addition people are talking about you on sites like TripAdvisor, Google, Twitter and hundreds 

of other sites every day. What they are saying is building (or destroying) your brand and it is 

happening whether you engage or not. Successful accommodations proactively engage 

customers to encourage positive sharing, turning social media into an asset for their 

business. 

 

So what does all this mean? It means that to participate effectively in online marketing you 

need 5 things: 3 of them essential, 2 highly recommended.   

 

These are; 

 

1. A good website -- mandatory 

2. A good booking engine -- mandatory 

3. A channel manager -- highly recommended 

4. A front desk / property management system (PMS) -- highly recommended 

5. A professional social media set-up -- mandatory 
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The Booking Engine -- almost always mandatory 

We do have a number of clients who only have a website, and no booking engine. There are 

sometimes valid reasons for this (e.g. niche operators for whom the accommodation is a 

secondary activity linked to their main business, like deep sea fishing, surfing, trekking, etc.). 

In these cases they prefer email inquiries so they can filter bookings and allocate their 

scarce accommodation resources to guests for the main business.  

 

However in most cases the absence of instant booking capability, and most importantly the 

inability to check immediately for availability, will cost you bookings. The visitor will either go 

to an OTA site to make the booking or move to another accommodation site.  

 

 

So what features must a good booking engine have? 

a. It must be responsive. Just like your website. There is no point having a website 

which is mobile friendly if the booking engine is not. 

 

b. You need to be able to easily create room packages, specials (both discounted 

rates and pay-stay deals), and promo codes (more on this below). 

 

c. You must be able to book multiple rooms in the one booking. Families, small 

groups etc. hate having to make multiple bookings when they want more than 

one room. 

 

d. You need to be able to create “booking extras”. These are things like airport 

transfers, breakfast, fruit basket on arrival etc. which guests can reserve at the 

same time they are making a room booking. 

 

e. You want a “high conversion” booking engine. OTAs like Booking.com and 

Expedia have spent a fortune working out the optimal number of steps and the 

look and feel of the booking page to make sure people don’t leave the page until 

they have booked. Elements to look for here are; 

 

■ The use of booking prompts. These are little call-outs like “there are 4 

other people view this site currently”, or “the last room was booked 10 

minutes ago” or “just 2 rooms left”. These create a sense of urgency 

to BOOK NOW 

 

■ Having specials and discounts clearly flagged 

 

■ Having room information (with pictures) and booking policies right at 

the spot where you make the booking (so you don’t wander away and 

fail to come back to complete the booking).  
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As an example a page on your website about the restaurant at Mary’s Hotel, would likely 

contain keywords/keyword phrases like restaurant, “Mary’s Hotel restaurant”, “dining at 

Mary’s Hotel”, etc.      

 

Website Check  

Make a habit every week of going online and 

checking out your website to see what is 

happening and what travellers are seeing. You’d 

be surprised how often we find problems with 

websites which the owners aren’t unaware of 

(e.g. the website has been blacklisted which 

can happen when the website is attacked by 

malware; it has broken links, outdated specials, 

pictures misaligned etc.)  

 

If you think of your website like your shop or store (in this case it’s your online store), this 

step is equivalent to taking a walk around to see that everything is in its right place, prices 

are correct etc. If you find anything which needs to be fixed or changed, do it immediately.  

We also suggest you do a quick search for your property and have a look at a) where you sit 

in Google and b) where you rank in TripAdvisor. If you have created any new content pages 

around a specific subject (e.g. The 27th Vanuatu Deep Sea Fishing Competition), type this 

term into Google and see where this ranks.  

 

Competitor Checks 

Make a list of your top 4-5 competitors and have a quick look at 

their websites each week to see what they are doing. Look for their 

pricing and any specials they are running.   You should also have a 

look at which OTAs they are using, what deals / specials they are 

running on the OTAs and how they are tracking on TripAdvisor.  Don’t forget that just 

because someone else is doing it, doesn’t mean it works.  Consider their tactics in your 

business and make sure it suits and makes sense for you. 

 

Chances are when a potential guest gets down to the final selection, these competitors will 

be in the mix, so make sure you don’t lose the sale at this point. 

 

Facebook Posts 

Facebook is one of the most popular social media 

platforms around with over 1 billion users every 

day. Travellers share information about your 

property with friends both during the planning 

phase as well as when they are staying with you. 
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So how does looking at my analytics data help me grow sales? A few short examples; 

  

● You have started adding some new pages to your website about local tourism 

information, or day tours your guests might want to do. How do you know if anyone 

is finding and reading these pages? Data in Google Analytics will tell you. 

 

● You find from Google Analytics that you are getting a lot of traffic from another 

website, so you check this site out to see if any business partnerships are possible. 

 

● You would like to run some Google Adwords campaigns to boost business, and need 

to know which markets to target. Your analytics data will tell you where most visitors 

to your website are coming from.  

 

 

Create Fresh Written Content      

The simple rule of thumb for search engines is that 

the more fresh quality content you have the better. 

Writing lots of new content can be a chore however, 

so to keep the search engines happy, look to making 

a number of small changes every week. A few fresh 

sentences or a new paragraph elaborating a 

previously small point on the site is enough. If you 

don’t know what to write, an easy way to get started 

is to take photos around the local area, post them 

and then write about the photos.  Tell the reader 

where and when the photo was taken, what it depicts, 

why it’s special and any other ‘surrounding’ info you can add.  

 

To be able to do this work readily it is important your website has an easy-to-use content 

management system (CMS) where you can quickly enter new text (just as you would when 

working in a Word document), save and it publish it. Some web designers will insist that only 

they can do this work, however the truth is that today most modern website platforms allow 

owners to update content themselves with even the most basic knowledge and skills 

 

 

Fresh Photos / Videos   

These are valuable content on your website, however 

search engines can’t read pictures, so you need to 

insert some text along with the photos and videos so 

that the search engines know what the image or 

video is about. There are at least two fields where 

information is added, Descriptions and Alt Tags.   
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Alt Tags are used by search engines to describe images to the visually impaired.  Text to 

speech software reads the alt tag on the image to the user.  You also help search engines 

understand each of the images better. Descriptions provide additional information about the 

image and afford another opportunity to insert practical keywords into your pages.  

 

 

 

Monthly Housekeeping Tasks 
This is a long list, and an important one.  

   

Research New Pages (blog articles) for 

your website  

The final decision to book a room with you is 

generally a long way into the buying process. 

Travellers will start their holiday planning with 

seeing what there is to see and do (dreaming, 

imagining …activities which are referred to in 

marketing jargon as “top of funnel” activities). 

The trick is to start interacting with travellers 

at this point and then nurture this lead right 

through to the bottom of the funnel (the point 

of purchase).    

 

Consider this, at any given moment, the number of people thinking about and researching 

holidays is exponentially larger than the number of people booking. By marketing to people 

at the top of the funnel, you are targeting a far larger group of people. The bigger the group 

you reach at the top of the funnel, the bigger the % gains will be in bookings.  

 

We recommend you make an hour or two available each month to doing some “top of 

funnel” research on information which can be added to your website. Try to focus in on 1-2 

subject areas (e.g. local sights, local activities, foods, sporting or cultural events, festivals, 

government or business conferences etc. and collect as much information as you can (text, 

photos, videos). Put all this information in a folder you can come back to later to either 

update existing content on your website or to create a new page or blog article.  

 

In the online world content is king, and continually adding rich and useful information to your 

website will help enormously in driving more traffic your way. If you are stuck for inspiration 

on areas to research try Googling “things to do in XXX destination” and see what comes up. 

Also check out upcoming sport events, festivals, etc. 
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Contract a new OTA 

Many accommodations we work with have a 

tendency to work with 2-3 OTAs only. The fact is, 

with channel managers now widely available; it is no 

more work to run with 10 OTAs than it is to run with 

2. What’s more, you might find that there are OTAs 

you haven’t heard of that in fact are very important in 

their domestic market.  

For example, the big one in China is not 

Booking.com or Expedia, it’s Ctrip; in Japan it’s Rakuten; in Germany it’s HRS; in India it’s 

sites like MakeMyTrip, Yatra, Cleartrip, Travelguru, etc. When you look at your Google 

analytics to see where people are searching from and past guest’s countries of origin, you 

may find real benefit in contracting with other OTAs.  

 

There are also OTAs like HRS you can access from your channel manager which push your 

availability to the GDS (Global Distribution System, accessed by over 300,000 travel agents), 

and still others like Hotelbeds and GTA which act as wholesalers distributing your product to 

thousands of other channels they have established.     

 

We strongly recommend a multi-channel distribution strategy for every accommodation for a 

few good reasons; 

 

● More bookings. Even if these new channels only add an extra booking or two per 

month, this adds up. 

 

● More visibility and more traffic. Even if these channels send you no bookings, you 

are getting free advertising. Cornell University did a study which estimated that up to 

25% of people who find a hotel on an OTA will search for the hotel in Google. This is 

known as the Billboard Effect and the more channels you are on the more visibility 

and referral traffic you will get.  

 

● It Reduces Risk. The more channels you sell on the less risk to your business if one 

or more channels closes, or drops your property. Also makes it easier for you if you 

choose to drop an OTA.      

 

 

Contract a Meta-search Site 

Meta-search sites started life as a price comparison service, allowing travellers to see in one 

search what the various OTAs were charging for a given room on a given date. Examples of 

well-known meta-search sites are Kayak, Trivago, and HotelsCombined. More recently 

TripAdvisor has entered the field along with Google.  

 



Page | 22 
 

 

Originally meta-search sites only worked with OTAs, but increasingly they are able to work 

directly with hotels via a channel manager or booking engine, so now a hotel price can 

appear right alongside the OTA price. It was still very hard for 

small and medium sized hotels to use this service however, as it is 

expensive (you pay per click (CPC)) and often travellers would 

book via the OTA as they trust them and are familiar with 

them.  

 

Now however some meta-search engines are moving to 

commission based sales with hotels (cost per acquisition or CPA 

pricing) and this is now very interesting for all hotels. It is early days 

for CPA based meta-search distribution, however we believe it will 

grow quickly, particularly when Google expands the service 

outside the US market (expected in 2017).  

 

 

 

 

Contact Potential B2B Clients 

Many hotels work with wholesalers and tour operators 

domestically and abroad. Think about adding to this list by 

targeting 1-2 potential new clients  every month, not only other 

wholesalers and tour operators, but with other companies (e.g. 

telecoms businesses, banks, airlines, etc.); not-for-profits (church 

groups, NGOs, etc.), event companies, embassies etc. Every 

month contact 1-2 such groups and offer them special pricing 

(using promo codes for example).   

     

 

Review your booking conditions (and minimise them) 

One of the last things travellers do before they make a 

booking is to check your booking conditions. We constantly find 

situations where the accommodation has more or overly 

restrictive booking conditions than are available on the OTA 

websites, or when compared to other accommodation 

options in the destination, and this will cost you bookings.  

 

Booking.com in particular has been making a big effort to sell 

“no upfront payments” and in many cases “no cancellation 

fees”.  As you can imagine if the traveller has a choice of 

booking with conditions like this on the OTA site, versus the hotel website which is asking 

for 50% upfront and onerous cancellation fees, then the OTA wins the booking. 
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Generally speaking, the trend is to lower or remove upfront payments (deposits) as this is 

what travellers like. They do not like paying upfront for a trip they will make in a month or 

two, so offering guests more favourable booking terms may make the difference in whether 

you get the booking or not.  

 

So every month do a tour of the OTA sites selling your property, PLUS your local competitors 

to make sure your booking conditions are competitive. Booking conditions, like room rates, 

can change from month to month  

 

Pro Tip: If your accommodation is doing very well and is full most of the year, then charging 

deposits makes sense, as no-shows and cancellations mean rooms that could have been 

filled are not. On the other hand if you run most all of the year with occupancy levels of say 

80% or below, then a guest who doesn’t show is not such a worry, as the room would 

otherwise have been unsold anyway.      

 

 

Create a New Promo Code 

Promo codes are great as they allow you to offer 

competitive prices to a targeted audience, without posting 

the deal in public (unless you choose to). Get into the habit 

of creating new promo codes each month. You can use 

promo codes in so many ways, for example: 

● To build loyalty with past guests, send an email to all 

your past guests when there is something special happening in your destination (e.g. 

a festival, sporting event etc.) and put a promo code in the email offering a special 

discount or pay-stay deal they can use for accommodation.  

● On your Facebook page  

● In an approach to a potential new business partner. Send them a code they can use 

to activate an exclusive deal.       

Promo codes can be set up to apply for future dates and defined periods so it is good 

to slowly create a list of deals which you can activate or deactivate at any time.  

 

 

     

Create New Specials 

The whole idea with specials and promo codes is to be 

constantly encouraging travellers to book now to take 

advantage of what is on offer. They will also help get more 

direct bookings if you are seen to be offering something 

they can’t get elsewhere (e.g. on the OTA sites). The thing 

with specials is that they are designed to be displayed on 

your website in the public domain, so you need to be careful you don’t upset your other 

distribution channels by undercutting prices they are selling at. There are ways to do this. 
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You will also need to set up some e-commerce tracking code on your website so you can 

track results, and a few new landing pages to direct the traffic to. 

 

What would we recommend?   

That you outsource this activity unless you want to make digital marketing a career. 

Regardless of whether you run the Adwords campaigns yourself or outsource the work; 

 

1. Avoid competing directly with Booking.com Expedia etc. This will mean generally 

avoiding broad search terms to do with accommodation in your destination (such 

as “Hanoi hotels”). The exception to this might be when you launch a new 

accommodation and do some short term targeted Adwords campaigns to build 

initial traction, even though you will likely lose money in the short term.. 

  

2. Know exactly what good looks like. Generally you will want to get hard numbers on 

bookings or booking inquiries, not just a jump in web traffic. 

 

3. Focus on non-accommodation activities / facilities which are part of what you do 

(e.g. weddings, fishing, surfing, events, conferences etc.). There is less competition 

for these terms which means the cost for the Adwords will be lower.  

 

Email Marketing 

What is it?  

Basically sending emails to audiences like past 

guests and the trade to encourage them to 

book with you.  

 

Why would you use it?   

Travel & Tourism related email promotions get 

opened more than any other type of offer so 

email is a great tool to use. Engaging with 

previous visitors is the most targeted way of 

reaching more potential visitors. It is easier and cheaper to keep an existing guest coming 

back than it is to find a new one. Also with the trade, if you develop a good mailing list it is 

one of the most effective ways to sell. 

 

How do you run an effective email marketing campaign?  

There are several steps here. 

1. Build out some great email marketing lists. Start with your past guests, and build a 

list with names, email addresses and their origin (country/city). Next start to build a 

list of wholesalers, outbound and inbound tour operators who service your market. 

Same thing--you want names (in this case decision makers where possible), email 

addresses and country / city they are located in.   

 

2. Start creating some email templates (with nice headers, photos etc.). You should 

develop several, for each target audience. Once you select an email marketing 
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5. Clear business objectives. Way too many people run social media advertising 

campaigns and measure the success or failure on such vanity metrics as likes, clicks 

and shares. These are the “fast food” of metrics - whilst they may make you feel 

good at the time, ultimately they’re empty metrics and only focusing on these will 

hurt you in the long run. You want to be focusing on things like subscriber numbers, 

booking enquiries, revenue generated, return on advertising spend - all of these have 

a direct correlation to the success of your business. These can all be measured via 

your Google Analytics setup when implemented correctly. 

 

 

Remarketing 

What is it? 

Remarketing is where a cookie is placed on the browser of your website visitors, which 

allows you to target those same visitors in future. Remarketing is mostly done through the 

Google Display Network and Facebook. 

  

 

Why would you use it?  

Only a small percentage (often around 2%) of first time visitors to your site are likely to 

convert into bookers, enquirers or subscribers. Remarketing allows you to continue 

marketing to the remaining 98% in a cost-effective way. 

 

How do you run an effective remarketing campaign? 

Setting up a remarketing campaign is reasonably simple using the following steps: 

1. Setup. To set up remarketing via Google, you’ll need to log into your Google Analytics 

and turn on remarketing audiences. Then you’ll need to create an audience based on 

the conditions you determine (if you have a big enough audience, you can target 

visitors just to specific pages, or visitors who came to your site but didn’t complete a 

booking, for example). Setting up Facebook remarketing requires adding a pixel 

(piece of code) to your website, which is generated through the Facebook advertising 

back-end. 

 

2. Develop ads. The most common type of remarketing is display advertising. For this, 

you will need to create ads that conform to the Google Display Network and 

Facebook network advertising specifications.  

 

3. Measure & optimise. As with everything, you should be constantly measuring, testing 

and optimising the performance of your ads. 
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Optimisation 

 

What is it? 

Optimisation is the concept of making improvements to your digital marketing in an ongoing, 

process and data-driven way. 

  

Why would you use it?  

If you currently receive 1,000 visitors to your site per month and have a 1% conversion rate, 

this will result in 10 bookings per month. In order to double your website bookings, often it 

can be easier, cheaper and quicker to improve that 1% to 2%, than it can be to increase your 

visitors from 1,000 to 2,000. Plus, if you’ve improved your website conversions to 2%, any 

subsequent increases in website visitors will be even more effective. The same principle 

applies to your off-site advertising. 

 

How do you run an effective optimisation experiment? 

 

Optimisation can get extremely complex, but it is possible to run simple optimisation 

experiments. The key steps are as follows: 

 

1. Determine what to optimise. Consider where the biggest return on investment, and 

biggest improvement to your website is likely to be. In most small accommodation 

websites, this will relate to your website booking conversion rate. 

 

2. Outline your assumptions. You should view optimisation experiments as similar to 

science experiments. So what you want to do is consider an assumption and then 

test it. For example, you might consider running a Facebook test against your target 

audience assumptions - you may wish to see who is more likely to book, men vs 

women. So you could run campaigns using the exact same target criteria (geo 

location, age range, interests, etc.) with the only variable being their gender, to see 

which one gets better results and what the return on investment each one delivers. 

You may also wish to try AB testing, whereby the same audience is split 50/50, and 

half of them see one offer (offer A) and the other half see another offer (offer B) to 

determine which one is more successful. 

 

3. Implement improvements and keep testing. To get the best results out of 

optimisation, it should be an ongoing, continual process. A key thing to note is that 

your first tests should be vastly different so that you are able to see big differences in 

conversion rates, rather than making minor changes which will only result in small 

differences.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page | 32 
 

Chapter 5 
 

Sales & Follow-up Process to Convert Enquiries to 

Bookings 
 

Any successful salesperson or sales organisation will tell you that the real money is not in 

the leads, but in the follow-up of those leads.  When someone takes the time to call or email 

you, they are very close to purchase.  What they’re really saying when they make the effort to 

engage you is... 

 

 “I’m probably booking my holiday with you, please 

convince me you’re the right choice and confirm I’m 

making a good decision.” 

 

This is how you should think about enquires 

because at this point, the sale is yours to lose.  

Research shows that today’s consumers are over 

65% of their way to a purchase decision before they 

ever engage a business directly.  This is why you 

have to have a system in place that captures their 

information, discovers their motivations and hot 

buttons and then follows them up with information and offers designed to make booking 

with you irresistible.  

 

You put hours or time and effort into generating leads, you spend thousands of dollars a 

year to be found through various channels, this whole book is about how to get more leads! 

It only makes sense that when they enquire, we do everything in our power to close the deal 

and win the booking, otherwise all that time and money is wasted.  

 

The good news is you don’t need to become a sleazy sales person to be good at follow up.  

Good follow up is about being insanely helpful to the person enquiring.  To do this, you 

need to explore their needs so you can then anticipate them and proactively provide 

assistance to them during their trip planning stages. 

 

Great Exploring questions to ask a lead: 

● What’s the main reason you’re coming to X location? 

● What are the things you really want to do on your trip? 

● Who’s coming? Family, couple, friends, work colleagues? 

● What sort of accommodation do you like/usually book or wish for?  

 

The above questions will arm you with everything you need to know to follow up and help 

this person with their planning.  When you go above and beyond, educate consumers, and 

guide them towards the things they need to know, you win their trust.  You’ll probably build a 




