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Want online booking? Ask your association.
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Even if smaller lodgings can’t afford a booking engine of their own,
they can still access the online marketplace through their lodging
association. What does it take for an association to offer online-booking?

How do smaller lodgings
feel about online booking?
“They’re hesitant, they’re cautious” Karen
said, “but because it’s offered by someone they
know and trust, in a safe environment, they’re
telling us they’re ready to go ahead.” That’s
how smaller properties are responding to an
offer of online booking from the 400-member
Massachussets Lodging Association (MLA)
of which Karen Rose Brown is sales and
marketing coordinator. The new service is a
joint project of the association and Visit New
England, a regional online guide published by
Jonathan Lhowe and an allied member of the
MLA.

Early in 2003, members began prodding
the association into looking at setting up the
service. A year later, the first “Book now”
buttons are about to go online. Initially, lodgings
will be able to offer only special packages for
booking on the “portals” (visitnewengland.com
and masslodgings.com). Visitors to either of
those “portals” will be able to check availability
of all the packages listed, and use their credit
card to book the packages or room nights they
choose. An email gets sent to the lodging with
details of each booking.

The goal upfront is to help members get
special-package sales off-season. But depending
on how the program goes, they should
eventually be able to enter full room-and-rate
data. If they want to do that now, they can
work with the same vendor used for the portals
to set up their own room booking capability
and enter whatever inventory they want. “I
encourage everyone to take advantage of this
rapidly growing source of revenue,” said
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6 good reasons for getting
your association/chamber
to offer online booking.
It’s more efficient to have an
association work up specs and
check out vendors than for each
member to do it separately.

An association has the clout to
get vendors to come to meetings,
explain the details of their services,
and answer questions.

By all using the same vendor
you can get a better deal upfront,
and better service downline.

Consider vendors who can
supply both inhouse reservation
management software, and online
availability. Updating of online
room data can then be automatic.

Spending a larger sum to
promote the association’s site will
draw more visitors to members’
listings than what each can afford
to promote their own sites.

By paying to have someone
monitor and weed out under-
performing directories,
associations can get better value
for each marketing dollar spent.

Online    marketing

Jonathan. “We expect regular customers in
particular, because they already know the
lodging well, to welcome being able to book
online.”

In this article, we tell you what you can
expect when your association “goes online,”
and what it would take for your association to
offer this service.

Using the service
Members have been getting news about the
service through articles in the MLA’s e
newsletter. When they’re ready to try it out,
the association gives them a ten-page form
supplied by the vendor. “It’s quite
straightforward,” said Karen. “So far they
seem to be able to fill it out without help.” The
member fills in the form and sends it, along
with a signed contract, to the vendor. The
vendor enters that information into the booking
engine, and the package is ready to appear
online.

Members get a private account online, a
series of password-protected Web pages they
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can go to at any time to see their information and block
out inventory. Training is available online to show them
how to use the system. There are also get extensive reports.
“The reports are straightforward, but very powerful,” said
Karen. “We’ll be holding regional meetings throughout
Massachusetts to show members how to take advantage
of their data.”

Selecting a vendor
Ideally, the booking system is handled entirely by the
vendor, who works directly with members. An association’s
primary task is selecting a good vendor. This is crucial,
because you will want to feel comfortable recommending
this vendor to your members.

Karen had the benefit of already knowing what didn’t
work. A few years ago the association tapped into a
nationwide online booking service in conjunction with
the American Hotel & Lodging Association but, possibly
for lack of marketing, it failed to deliver any bookings,
so they dropped it. If you’re tempted by a vendor’s promise
to deliver you traffic and bookings, check that they can
actually deliver. Most cannot.

Here are some other tips from Karen and Jonathan.
The booking engine industry is very volatile, and
companies change ownership frequently. Check them out
thoroughly. Get in touch with some of their other clients.
They must be familiar with the industry, and have
experience working with destination sites. Generally,
larger companies won’t be interested in smaller properties
on the scale of most association members. On the other
hand, smaller companies can be very difficult to deal with.
When you phone the company, do you get called back?
Karen and Jonathan approached one company three times
but never got a response. “There were a lot of balls
dropped,” Jonathan said. “Too many vendors were like
black holes, we got no reply.”

Do they have a local representative? For members,
having someone local to help them is a powerful incentive
to participate. For the association it’s invaluable. Face to
face is still the best way to deal with problems particularly
in a new field like this, Karen said.

The product
Most important, of course, is the product itself. The
interface must be attractive yet easy to use. The engine
must have a good administrative backend, with all the
features you require, yet be intuitive, simple enough for
non-technical people to understand. Loading inventory
must be easy, yet provide all the necessary options—you
learn what these are as you research. Does the engine
provide both the association and the members with
adequate reporting? Do you want your members to have
access to online booking networks such as WorldRes and
the GDS? What are the upfront costs, both to the association
and members? What are the ongoing costs? What are the
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commissions on the various parts of the booking network?
Nobody should have to sign a contract on behalf of

the association. All contracts should be worked out between
the vendor and individual members.

Karen and Jonathan eventually chose iHotelier, owned
by TravelClick. They had a great deal of experience with
the Internet and with marketing lodgings. They don’t
usually service B&Bs, but were eager to enter the
association market. “They understood our needs and were
very responsive” said Karen. “Because we were bringing
them scores of businesses, we persuaded them to waive
their normal upfront fees. The arrangement we came to
is, no upfront fees, only commission—10%—on any
bookings made through the system. For our part, we made
the booking engine a benefit to members at no extra cost.”

iHotelier offers visitors a highly efficient 3-pane
booking system on a single-page (see p. 1). On the
lodgings’ side, all upload of inventory is manual; the
iHotelier system does not interface with any other inhouse
property management software or availability system.

Other issues
What other issues should an association look out for? Will
members fret about whether their booking data is kept
private? Karen said this hasn’t been raised yet. How about
the association getting involved in business deals with its
members in sending them bookings? Karen doesn’t see
this as any different from issuing a catalog of members
with contact information.

But she does see a possible problem for associations
that don’t have permanent professional staff. The
association should never find itself without someone with
front-desk experience who also understands the booking
engine, she feels. Also, you really need someone who can
follow up to see that members are filling in those forms
and submitting them, to get the system working. If the
vendor has a local representative, they may be able to
help with these issues.

Building traffic
An association may retain a small percentage of
commission on bookings for marketing the site, to bring
more visits and deliver more bookings. Karen and Jonathan
are not planning to do so, because their sites already get
good traffic. “It’s easier to get traffic when you’re a brand
name,” Jonathan said. “People online are looking for
destinations, so the stronger your brand name, the more
traffic you can attract.” If he did advertise, it would
probably be on state tourism guides, that are most regions’
primary online destination. Karen can promote her site in
the association’s annual printed guides. She feels the
availability of online booking will bring more visitors to
the site.

Do you think online booking will become a
competitive edge for associations, we asked Karen?
“Absolutely,” she replied.
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