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Viet Ha Tran*

GUEST SATISFACTION:
ANOTHER PERSPECTIVE

* Monsieuwr Viet Ha Tran est associé de recherche
chez Laventhol & Horwath, conseillers ean adminis-
tration.

Prans cet article, Fautenr discute da conceps de
satisfaction du cliene dans Uincdustrie hatelicee
et particaliérement dans un contexte de
segmentation du mavchd ef de positionme ment
comewrrentiel, Lawtenr termine en disciant des
différentes techniques de mesure de fa
St sfacnin,

In many service indusiries and particularly in
the Hetel industey, "Guest Satisfaction” seems
torbe s buze word which is always proclaimed by
hotelicrs ranging from ol /2 star properties 1o 5
star hotels, Everywhere you turm, it seems that
there is noneed to preach about guest satisfaction,
the industry already knows. It 15 similar o the
fact that today's society is aware that cheating
and stealing are bad, ver cheating and stealing
are commonplace in this very same society.

The more one tries o dwelve into the guestion of
Guest Satisfaction, the less one is satislied that
the question is anywhere nearly capable of being
answered, It is true that the majority of the
hoteliers realize that without making their guest
happy and satisfied, there will be no repeal
business, or to the other extreme. no business
whatsoever, But life is not that simple. The
effect of competition is always forcing hotel
facilities 1o outperform one another. There are
many types of customers, cach segment demands
adifferent set of attribues lor their complicated
matrix of reguirements, leading Lo the fact that
one set of anributed may satisly one group of
customers vet alienate another.

Combined with all these complications, the
hoteliers themselves are working within
budgeraty constraints, which invariably does
not allow them to be everything o everyone,
The economics of reality forces every one of us
to make achoice, and if that choice is well made
and well executed, the results will be PROFITS,
otherwise, it may lead 10 mediocrity, or even
failure.

We shall atempt to answer the question of how
competently the industry is treating the matterof
Guest Satisfaction,

Guest satisfaction in the age of
market segmentation

The 80's have been predominated by the advent
of a rapid growth in the area of market
segmentation. As predicted by John Nashitt in
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the carly part of the 1980', the market is
indergaing a polarization process, which has
resulted in anexpansion of the first class, deluxe
accomaodations while at the same time increasing
the number of no-frill economy hotels, Notonly
has the segmentation taken the tform of an
coonomic differemiation (hased on price, value
ete. ), ithas alsotaken the form ofa psychographic
differentiation (.. similar pricing yel appealing
to different psychographic profiles such as
pretentious versus friendly: conservative versus
non-confornmist e1c. ),

In the midst of this market segmentation era,
when one speaks ol Guests, one must be careful
since there 1s no longer & common definition of
the guest profile, and there is no longer one all
encempassing formula that should be applicd in
order o satisly guests.

To prove this point, it is no longer possible o
give one defimile answer o any one ol the
following questions: its it appropriate fora bell-
person to be friendly with customers? Should
we provide a swimming pool 1o our guests even
though only 15% of them use it while the rest
have 1o pay for 117 eic.

What it eventually boils down to is, before we
determine the level of guest sansfaction, we
must define who the guests are that we wish 1o
attractand serve, Todefine the target consumers,
the hotelier needs o analyze the market, the
customers, the competition and the products/
services that are being offered within the market
trading area. This whole exercise is called marke
positioning and whether it is done formally or
intuitively, some form of positioning is always
taking place,

Guest satisfaction and position-
ing

Eachhotel operates undera BRAND. Positioning
is the art of communicating an image, a promise
which becomes associated with the brand, so
that when people will think of the brand, they
will immediately associate it with a series of
benefits which they will receive by using this
particular brand. Positioning starts with the
selection of the target customers and the series
of aiributes that will appeal to this particular
target market, This group of attributes will make
the hotel(s) the unguestionable winner in the
minds of this particular market segment. The



next step in the positioning process is the
development of acommunication strategy which
will convince the target consumers that it is this
particular hotel(s) which will deliver the set of
attributes that will satisfy their needs (be it
physiological,emotional or logical needs). Once
the customers are convinced at this juncture they
will try the hotel(s) which will make an attempt
o deliver their promise. Three situations will
eventually occur:

1- Ifthe promise is met, the customers will walk
away happy and will most likely return to the
same facility on their nexa trip.

=]

If the promise is not met, the customers will
beunsatistied, and will most likely not return.
However, they may voice their negative
opinions 10 the hotel management and
continue Lo give this facility another chance.

3- Ifthe promise is not met, a customer will just
wilk away in disbelief and will vocally
express his negative opinions about the
property. In this case the hotel may not hear
any feedback from the customer, and the
damage will be irreversible.

It i important not to forget that by establishing
a distinct market position, we are indirectly
alienating the customers that we are notirying 1o
attract, Should this segment end up staying in
our particular hotel(s), they will most surely be
unhappy. When we obtain leedback from this
group, we should be careful not 10 overact to
their opinion.

On the other hand, it is of upmost importance to
find out if the target customers we are trying to
attract are indeed happy and satished with our
product, By opening a communication channe!
with our target customers, we will find out if the
promise has been met; if some ol the attributes
are out ol lineg, are notimportant, or if some other
attributes are missing which should be added,
etc. Positioning is never a static situation, it is
actually a dynamic process since the customers
are also changing and a smart marketer must
always be in-tune with the changing customers’
aspirations.

A clear positioning will have an important
structural impact to all aspects of the hotel
aperations, A luxurious, pretentious environment
requires different types of emplovees, different
types of training and various customer relation
skills. On the other hand, an economy hotel
would require a totally distinet set of people.
skills, etc... A luxury image should be reflected
throughout the entire operation, Since customers
are paying a hefty price for the services being
offered they should not besubject to any excuses.
An economy hotel, on the other hand, can afford
to cut comers since frugality is accepted by the
economical consumers even before they enter
the establishment.

Guest satisfaction varies between each type of
positioning. Without this understanding, itis not
possible to accurately measure the level of
satisfaction, to guage how well the property
performs and it is not possible to fine-tune the
operations to deliver a superior product (within
the target market) taht will bring a greater amount
of guests,

How guest satisfaction is
monitored

One of the objectives of a Guest Satisfaction
momnitoring system is to establish trends which
will measure against pre-established goals, Many
hotels, independent or even large chains, carry a
guest comment card in-room in order to obtain
feedback from customers. However, it is
unfortunate that this process does not go beyond
the mere answering of acriticism by sending the
upsetcustomers a “bribe”. Some Americanchains
have recently introduced an electronic feedback
system upon the checking out of their guests.
There are many ways lomonitor guest satifaction,
butagain.in the writer's opinion, this investment
is only worthwhile if managemeni has a genuine
interest in obtaining feedback and are honestly
seeking ways of improving guest satisfaction,
Otherwise, a negative impact may occur duge o
customer’s perception of the company giving
"lip service” 1o consumerism,

The following are some techniques most widely
used in order 1o obtain consumer's feedback:

- Meetand chat with your guests in the lobby.
This age-old technique is very effective in
bringing out a Il of unexpected reactions
Tromm guests, however it runs the risk of being
subjective, full of bias andalack of asciemific
base.

- Comment cards: fairly inexpensive and
effective, however it needs to be treated
statistically because the feedback information
will usually come from the two extreme
groups: the extremely satistied or the
extremely unhappy. The response rate is
usually low, unless the entire staff of the
hotel actively participates in suggesting
guesis o provide some form of feedback.

- Lobby intercepts: usually conducted by a
professional market research house. Guests
will be invited to answer a guestionnaire
{with or without incentives). The surveys are
usually done on an ad hoc basis, and most of
the time are used to confirm or refute certain
hypothesis, This is not the most efective way
to measure customer satisfaction on an
ongoing basis.

- Telephone survey using the hotel guest list,
A random sample of guests who stayed at the
hotel over the past period (month, quarter,
ele, ) will be drawn and interviewed over the
phene. This process is quite expensive and
therefore is not done often cnough to provide
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operational diagnosis for immediate
corrective actions.

- Focus Groups: groups of hotel guests are
invited to participate in an informal discussion
about the hotel. This type of exercise
sometimes provides a large amount of good
qualitative information, yet lacks the
statistical basis for decision making. Focus
groups are usually used 1 obtain qualitative
feedback and should not be used to measure
customer satisfaction.

- Participation in a syndicated Guest Service
Monitoring System: this may be the most
cffective, least costing system, which does
not only provide feedback from your guests,
but also provides a comparison of how well
your hotel performs against its competititon,
This system comes with a monthly trend and
performance report,

As a final note, the writer is of the opinion that
in order to outperform the competition in this
competitive market, it is important o approach
the situation systematically: at first toreview the
hotel positioning; toreview the product offerings
and 1o set up stall raining, adjust the F.F.&E.
(furniture, fumnishings and equipments) programs
accordingly; set up a communication plan o
effectively promaote the image of the hotel; and
finally set up a Guest Satisfaction Monitoring
system o make sure that the positioning and
strategies adopted by management are producing
results. Unless this process is done in such a
systematic manner, the prospects of excelling as
a consumer-driven company will be no more
effective than a random shot in the dark.



