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Speakers and senior figures from the world of hotels, technology 
and investment all came together for a conference in the beautiful 
Hyatt Regency ‘The Churchill’. 

The day was full of insight and honest opinion covering one over-
arching topic: how a hotel can win guest relationships in today’s 
world of empowered consumers, OTAs and large brands. 

What’s the best option? What must hotels do to adapt and change 
for tech-savvy guests? Are independents forced into the arms of 
big brand franchises and OTAs, or is there a 3rd way?

Through a range of talks and panels, these topics – all of which are 
vital to a modern hotelier – were covered. But that just scratched 
the surface. 

Enjoy this summary of the day’s talks. 

Matt Mills, CEO, Noetic 
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What’s a new hotel’s most efficient 
route to sourcing customers? 

Back in the early 2000s, it was 
a hotel’s market. They could 
pitch the OTAs against each 
other. Now, the big names 
have bought up their rivals, the 
balance of power has changed, 
and the biggest hotel groups 
sit far behind the OTAs in size 
and influence. 

In the US, major hotel brands 
get 13% of their bookings 
through OTAs. For the average 
independent, this rockets up to 
60%. But, OTA growth across 
the key duopoly (Expedia 
and Booking.com) is actually 
slowing. It’s still growing, 
but brands are continuously 
gaining share. 

This may be down to cheaper 
costs. A franchise membership 
costs around 12%. A Booking.
com member rate jumps to 
15%. To be top of the OTA list, 
this figure reaches 33%. 

So, there are certainly financial 
benefits for steering clear of the 
OTAs. Take Premier Inn. It’s one 
of the best brands in the world 
for getting bookings direct. It 
has around 700 hotels in the 
UK, but only 140 are bookable 
through just one OTA, and even 
then only on certain nights. 
And, thanks to this, its average 

price point is 20% cheaper 
than equivalent local hotels. It’s 
reinvesting money back into 
its own price point, rather than 
paying a commission to the 
OTAs.

But, it doesn’t always work for 
them. Post Brexit vote there 
was an influx of brand-agnostic, 
loyalty-free tourists visiting the 
UK. By not being on the OTAs, 
Premier Inn didn’t reap the 
rewards other hotels and brands 
did.

Lower rates, loyalty benefits 
(such as free Wi-Fi), advanced 
revenue management systems 
(allowing guests to pick their 
own room), mobile check-in and 
keyless entry are all available, 
but only if you book direct. The 
message is clear; to get the best 
experience, you best go direct.

Technology will be key in the 
fight between OTAs and big 
hotel brands. Google is the 
first website a traveller visits 
in a hotel search 55% of the 
time. So, key word purchasing 
will continue to be a major 

Senior Analysts 
at AB Bernstein

Richard Clarke

David Beckel

OTAs still dominate, but 
one thing is clear: hotels 
are building an arsenal to 
fight them off.
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battlefield. Google is helping 
the brands and independents, 
but is a threat to the OTAs. It’s 
sending people to direct sites 
46% of the time. This, in turn, 
will make OTAs pay more to get 
higher up the rankings. 

But technology goes beyond 
Google. The way guests search 
for hotels is going to change. 
Voice, AI, social media – they 
are all going to become vital in 
the not-to-distant future. And 
the style of search will continue 
to change too. People aren’t 
looking for a ‘hotel in London’. 
They are looking for a ‘hotel with 
a rooftop bar near a 5-star Italian 

restaurant within a few miles of 
Leicester Square’. It will be much 
harder for the OTAs to work 
around this style of search. This 
is an opportunity for brands and 
independents. 

Finally, OTAs are betting 
customers will be loyal to them 
rather than a particular brand. 
AB Bernstein believes the long-
term relationship with the hotel 
owners will be more important. 
This could be what swings 
guests towards direct bookings 
over OTAs in the long run, 
meaning staying independent 
could also become a safer and 
smarter choice. 

USA

Bookings through OTAs

The message is clear; to get the best 
experience, you best go direct.

13% 
Major hotel brands 60% 

Independents



The advantages of the brand 
network: do the franchise fees 
make economic sense?

Put a name on the outside of 
your building and there’s an 
immediate value on what’s on 
the inside. The impact of a name 
can’t be under-estimated. It 
delivers credibility.

Take The Shard. If it had the 
Shangri-La name outside, or 
the Premier Inn name outside, 
with no change to room quality 
or features, the rates would be 
different. There’s no question. 
That’s the power of brand on a 
guest’s expectations. 

One more obvious benefit is 
purchasing power. From carpets 
to elevators, through to napkins 
and food, with a brand most 
purchasing is done centrally, 
which is a great help to hoteliers. 

But then take engineering. It 
may seem simple, but when 
something breaks in a hotel, it 
needs to be fixed immediately. 
Having the power of a brand 
behind you then is worth its 
weight in gold. 

A lack of training and manpower 
is probably the biggest issue 
that faces the UK industry today. 

Brands can deliver that training. 
They can deliver that manpower. 
And remember, our industry 
is hospitality – it’s about the 
experience, and that’s down 
to the people that provide it, 
both in management and on the 
ground. 

However, it’s not easy for 
brands, especially as they grow 
larger and spread further. A 
major challenge is maintaining 
consistency across dozens or 
hundreds of sites. You have to 
maintain the quality of the hotels 
and the experience as you grow, 
or risk losing trust. Lose trust 
and you lose loyalty. And loyalty 
is everything in our industry. 

But once again, thanks to the 
added manpower, brands have a 
solution. 

With a brand, there are so 
many people watching what’s 
going on in each area and 
each hotel. They all ensure that 
numbers are credible, quality is 
consistent and rates are correct.

There’s often so much support 
from a brand that either isn’t 
understood or is just ignored. 
This kind of support is unique 
to a big brand or franchise, and 
it’s something the OTAs can’t 
provide individual hotels. 

Ed Hubennette, 
Former Head of  

the Marriott 
UK & Ireland
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Having a brand behind 
you provides benefits 
many may not think of.



Winning the guest relationship 
with technology  

Adrian Melrose, 
Founder of  

Staylists. 
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Speed, ease and convenience 
are the three most important 
things when it comes to 
booking a hotel. Guests want 
everything now and OTAs 
deliver on that. The truth may 
sound uncomfortable, but 
independent accommodation 
owners couldn’t live without the 
OTAs today. 

But, the focus is always on what 
the OTAs provide hotels. Really, 
the focus should be on the 
guests, because that’s where 
the benefits are clear. 

What does an OTA provide 
a hotel? The potential for 
increased occupancy. 

What does an OTA provide 
a guest? Value comparison, 
frictionless booking, flexible 
cancellation, and an easy 
platform to navigate and use 
through to completion. 

This is an issue when it comes 
to booking direct. 

You may well bounce to the 
direct booking website from 
a Google search, but you’ll 
probably just bounce straight 
off it again. They just don’t 

work. So, hotels need to adopt 
new technologies to remedy 
that and makes processes 
smoother. 

The OTAs are unlikely to be 
toppled by a single newcomer. 
The challenge will come 
from an ecosystem of new 
technologies. Today, it’s easy 
to develop technology to 
just perpetuate the current 
landscape, which won’t 
change a thing. Instead, you 
can come up with something 
new, something disruptive, 
and change the landscape for 
good. 

We’re already in an interface 
race. The market is fragmented; 
so new players have to do a 
lot with their data and their 
technology to compete. Get 
in front of as many eyeballs 
as possible, use real-time 
inventory, and utilise innovative, 
smart booking technology and 
a disrupter will win. 

And hotels need to do it fast.  
Guests will soon realise the  
18-or-so-percent commission 
hotels are paying to OTAs will 
cost them too, because it’s 
costing the hotel. More money 
going out means less money 
being invested internally, which 
means less money invested into 
the guest experience. 

The user experience isn’t as 
finessed as it is with an OTA.
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Advertising in a B2C2C 
fragmented landscape: how to 
reach the right audience 

A search is an indication of  
intent. Knowing your audience 
+ knowing their intent = power 
in your hands. That’s what drives 
your ability to target and to  
target well. 

When it comes to search, there 
are three pillars that you need to 
remember. Be there when your 
audience is searching for you.  
Be relevant with engaging ads.  
Bid smarter for the audiences  
that matter. 

51% of travellers start holiday 
planning with no destination 
in mind. There may be some 
loyalty to location, brand or 
website, but for the majority 
of travellers, the journey starts 
completely open.  
So, you need to be there when  
they search. 

The user journey can be 
described in four steps: see, 
think, do, care. For a traveller, 
it’s a little different: dream, plan, 
book, experience. You need to 
be there on every step. 

At the dream stage, focus 
on the questions guests may 
have. Remember, half have no 
idea where they want to go, so 
play up to the mystery and the 
excitement. Make your hotel the 
best option. 

At the plan stage, educate and 
inform. Show guests the value of 
your brand, and make yourself 
a leader in the field; the only 
choice a guest should consider. 

At the book stage, make it 
easy, be always on and make 
sure you’re spread across every 
device. 81% abandon shopping 
carts in the travel space without 
purchasing, so making things 
quick and easy is vital. 

Ruairidh Roberts, 
Senior Industry Head 

at Google

81% 
abandon shopping 

carts

51% 
of travellers start 
planning with no 

destination in mind



But, one question still remains: 
how do you actually go about 
reaching the right audience at 
each stage? And how can you 
reach them at scale in the most 
cost effective manner possible?

Think of your audience as 
three buckets: your current 
customers, your hot leads, 
and your prospects. Current 
customers give an opportunity 
to upsell and cross-sell. Hot 
leads have engaged with your 
brand but never booked, so can 
be retargeted. And prospects 
have never engaged with you, 
but have a similar intention 
to your current customers, so 
messaging and channel can be 
replicated.

Search audience targeting has 
an untapped value in travel. 
Using your own data and 
Google insights on consumer 
behaviour, you can target the 
right consumer more often and 
in a more cost effective way. 
Google’s numbers speak for 
themselves: 

What this all comes down to 
is remembering to always be 
there. Over 19 different digital 
touch points influence every 
travel booking. Before making 
a booking the average traveller 
completes 52 related travel 
queries. Your brand and your 
message need to be seen 
consistently across them. This 
is achievable through tailoring 
a smart message, built around 
the four-step journey, utilising 
Google’s data and your own.
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The experience stage goes beyond the booking, so think ahead and 
give travellers inspiration on what to do next time they travel. Then, 
they are less likely to be part of the 51% that have no immediate plans 
when they start searching. They’ll be thinking about you.

52 
related travel 

queries before 
making a booking
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Building loyalty and brand affinity 
through guest experience and 
personalisation 

Growing direct is a challenge, 
but perfectly possible. It 
revolves around one question: 
why does a guest want to book a 
room? We call it the trigger.

If you know what someone is 
searching for and why, you can 
predict his or her reasoning. 
If it’s a week-long booking 
travelling from abroad, it’s 
probably tourism. If it’s a single 
night domestic stay, it’s probably 
business. Your media and 
booking experience will need to 
be differentiated and relevant 
to their reasoning and booking 
needs. 

Understanding why guests do 
what they do makes it simpler 
to create loyalty. Your ads will be 
more targeted, the experience 
you provide will be more suited 
to their needs, and you can 
retarget them for future trips 
with more efficiency. Google 
can give you a lot, but if you 
collect your own data, you can 
understand your audience and 
the reasoning behind a booking 
better than anyone else. Your 
data gives the context to generic 
media data. Then, you know how 
to communicate post stay to get 
them back again, and again.

Matt Mills,  
CEO at Noetic

Understanding why guests do 
what they do makes it simpler 
to create loyalty.



A user journey is complicated. It 
starts with the trigger; the need 
for a room. Guests start with an 
initial consideration set; a place 
or a type of hotel or brand they 
already know. They then Google 
it… and see a whole host of 
competition and options, covering 
both direct and OTAs, before they 
book. You need to compete to be 
in the initial set or compete during 
their evaluation phase. 

Then there’s the pre-stay build-
up, the actual stay experience, 
and the post-stay opportunity. 
Every step matters in building 
brand affinity and loyalty.

Most operators start measuring 
bookings after they have 
happened. Measure traffic at the 
beginning of the journey and you 
can do some very clever things to 
improve conversion. Don’t wait 
until after a guest has left your 
hotel to start remarketing, do 
it immediately after they book. 
Reinforce a customer’s purchasing 
decision, and you can cut down 
cancellations and drive up-sell. 

Collecting data at every step 
allows you to fully understand 
what a ‘good’ customer looks like. 
It allows you to put a monetary 
value to that guest and how 
much you’d pay to acquire them. 
If a guest has the propensity to 

become loyal… then spend more 
on them moving forward. Guests 
are loyal, not rooms – so measure 
guests not rooms. 

Most technology in our industry 
just isn’t fit for this purpose. 
You need technology that lets 
you measure, optimise and 
integrate across the entire user 
journey, from first exposure and 
interaction, to the stay experience 
itself and beyond. That’s why we 
developed Noetic1 and MOITM 
(Measure, Optimise, Integrate) to 
collate, aggregate and illuminate 
data from all major sources: Wi-
Fi use, surveys, emails, media, 
META, social, mobile keys, 
payments and more. The more 
you know about your guests’ 
intentions, experience and 
habits, the easier it is to build 
brand affinity.

Growing direct is a challenge, but 
it can be done. You just have to 
own the guest relationship before, 
during and after their stay. 
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We know what it can do. 
A hotel we began working 
with a few years ago had 
8% direct bookings. With 
Noetic1, that’s now at 
40%, and at a consistent 
10% cost of booking.



Technology and the 
future of our industry 

“When you arrive at a hotel where you have 
mobile room access, you can bypass reception 
and go straight to your room. That’s why hotel 
chains are investing in it. It changes the guest 
experience and makes a hotel feel unique.”

A smart use of technology can completely change the guest 
experience for the better. 

John Whitby,  
UK Head of 
Technology at 
DormaKaba

“The vast majority of guests don’t know the 
brand they end up booking with. They’ll 
search around and find a property with the 
right price before they book. So, be there.”

There are a lot of channels out there, but you need 
to be there at all times, or you’ll miss out.

Satyan Joshi,  
Hotel Ads Business 

Lead at Google

“Expect to see the impact of machine 
learning grow. It will become a more 
powerful tool in showing hoteliers 
exactly what to do to encourage a guest 
to come back, directly.”

What will the future have in store? 
Stephen Barr,  
Chief Insight Officer 
at Noetic

Understanding the guest 
booking journey.

“So often conversations 
are about the booking 
and the price, not about 
whether it is a valuable 
guest relationship. 
Hotels should be using 
the data they have to 
identify and then target 
the most valuable guest 
relationships.”  
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“It’s not always about whether technology is great. It’s about how smartly 
technology is used. That’s how to deliver competitive advantage.”

It’s not about the technology you have; what matters is how you use it. 

Bryan Steele,  
Managing Director 

of Jireh-Tek

“Think about your investment in technology. 
Stop thinking short term and think ahead. Many 
hotels invest in a technology that’s basically out 
of date from the moment they get it.”

But, whatever you do, don’t just think about today. 
Think about tomorrow.
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“We need to see a change in the architecture of systems. Have 
a CRM that sits in the middle of your service bus, data flow and 
integration. On top of that, expect to see the emergence of 
some new PMS options; a distribution framework for meeting 
rooms and bedrooms; integrated hospitality solutions.”

What will the future have in store?

Understand the need of immediacy and the guest of 
today’s expectations. 

“Guests expect technology now 
and they expect it to work. Know 
that to make your new customer 
experience better.”

Vivian Galligan,  
VP & Head of Integrated 
Payments & Strategic 
Partnerships Europe at 
Elavon



There are benefits to joining a branded hotel network, and to remaining independent 
but relying on the OTAs for bookings. But do either of these provide a sustainable 
business model that hoteliers are looking for? 

The big brands won’t be leaving the OTAs any time soon. They still get anywhere up 
to 19% of their bookings from OTAs, and at their scale that’s no small figure. But, their 
push to increase direct bookings will continue.

For independent hoteliers there is a third option. Be confident, go it alone. Utilise 
technology that goes above and beyond, like Noetic1. A booking engine, channel 
manager, 24/7 reporting, guest prediction tool and CRM suite combined.

What options does a hotel have today – 
Brand, OTA or is there a third way?

Our guest optimisation platform, 
Noetic1, helps hotels to:

Acquire direct guests  -  Migrate indirect guests  -  Retain the best guests

In summary
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Noetic1 is our guest optimisation platform that helps hotels 
acquire direct bookings, migrate indirect bookings and 
retain direct guest relationships. 

This delivers increased operational efficiency, more profit 
and future success, unlike OTAs and franchises.
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About Noetic 
Noetic was created to provide solutions for hotels that allow them to acquire, 
migrate and retain direct relationships with their most valuable guests. Noetic1 is 
the hospitality marketing technology that we have built to make that happen. 

We believe that hotels should be using a combination of direct and OTA bookings, 
there is nothing ground-breaking in that statement. What we think hotels should 
be doing differently is to focus first and foremost on acquiring direct guests who 
will have a high lifetime value and secondly, to focus on minimising the cost of 
acquiring guests who don’t intend on coming back. If you want a long-term future 
you need to stop focusing on getting bookings at any cost just to fill your rooms. 



Thank you to everyone involved with the 
conference and the creation of this report.

Call our business development team on +44 20 3370 4176
email us info@wearenoetic.com 
or go to www.wearenoetic.com


