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Many well-intentioned hospitality executives thought 
they’d spend the pandemic revamping strategies, 
innovating, and cleaning up systems and processes. 
Now, as travel returns and they scramble to launch new 
marketing campaigns, they’re returning to what they 
know and finding the same old tactics no longer work. 

Covid-19 changed the way people travel, and hotel 
marketing strategies need to evolve accordingly. 
There is significant financial upside for hoteliers who 
understand how to respond to changing traveler 
expectations and behaviors, stay on top of shifting 
consumer privacy rules, and find the right talent to 
manage ever-evolving media campaigns. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

With labor shortages forcing hoteliers to do more with 
less, how can they maximize advertising dollars, create 
responsive campaigns that support steady revenue streams, 
and maintain focus on keeping guests happy? How can 
hoteliers unlock the power of their data to deliver targeted 
messages? And how can they ensure that these messages 
are responsive to the evolving traveler needs, ever-changing 
booking windows, and shifting guidelines?

In the following report, Skift and Sojern will help answer 
these questions through in-depth interviews with 
industry experts, including Sojern’s executives, hospitality 
customers, and digital marketing partners — providing a 
toolkit for hoteliers to strengthen their relationships with 
both new and existing guests. 
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EXECUTIVE LETTER

We’ve seen a huge surge in travel already this year. People are 
still traveling, despite the ongoing Covid impact, the war in 
Ukraine, and worries about inflation. All of this uncertainty has 
been wreaking havoc on typical booking patterns, and it’s very 
difficult to plan ahead.

We believe the single most impactful thing hotels can do 
right now to plan for the unknown is to have an “always-on” 
marketing strategy. If you spend wisely and focus on traveler 
intent, you can appeal to travelers at the right moment, and 
drive bookings both now and in the future.

Focused on travel from day one, Sojern understands travel 
marketing and travelers better than anyone else. We’ve spent 
years building a proprietary travel data ecosystem working with trusted industry leaders to give us unparalleled 
access to travelers throughout their journey. With cutting-edge technology built by a team of engineers and data 
scientists — all guided by our collective decades of travel expertise and 15 years in business — we know how to 
leverage what we’ve learned for our clients. 

Using real-time travel data insights and intelligent multichannel marketing tools, we help you achieve what 
matters most — maximizing net revenue per available room and building direct relationships with your customers. 
Thousands of hotels globally rely on Sojern to reach travelers with affordable, easy-to-use travel marketing 
solutions and the impact is clear: Sojern clients have reported some of the highest confirmed bookings of all time 
this spring, and we are pleased to partner with them in capturing all of the pent-up travel demand. 

This report contains six tips we hope you find helpful when considering your own marketing plans right now. A 
special thank you to the Sojern customers featured in this report — we couldn’t have done it without you.

Warm regards,
Noreen Henry 

Noreen Henry
Chief Revenue Officer

Sojern
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Activate Your 
Loyalty Data
and Increase

Direct Bookings
The Sojern Travel Marketing Platform

empowers hotels to engage travelers 

across their planning and booking journey.

www.sojern.com/skiftwww.sojern.com/skift

Access Exclusive
Industry Insights

Make the Most of 
Your First-Party Data

Drive Digital
Marketing Performance

http://www.sojern.com/skift
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INTRODUCTION

After more than two years of challenges and losses due 
to Covid-19, the hotel industry is increasingly optimistic 
about travel’s rebound. According to Skift Research, 
global hotel revenue is expected to grow by 55 percent 
in 2022, reaching approximately $450 billion. This 
corresponds with a rise in room occupancy rates. An 
Oxford Economics analysis for the American Hotel and 
Lodging Association (AHLA) projected occupancy to hit 
63.4 percent, nearing the 66 percent rate achieved in 2019 
and far above the 44 percent and 58 percent reached in 
2020 and 2021, respectively. 

While there is genuine reason for optimism, significant 
hurdles remain due to the lasting effects of the pandemic 

and political upheavals. Confidence is returning and 
booking windows are lengthening. However, uncertainty 
about potential new variants and how governments will 
respond to them will continue to impact travel decisions 
through 2022 and beyond. In addition, a large share of 
business travelers continue to work remotely. Events are 
gradually returning, but revenue forecasts for food and 
beverage, meeting space, and other ancillary services are 
still well below the pre-pandemic spend of $48 billion. 

The flexibility of the “work anywhere, anytime” trend has 
boosted travel volume for those who have been working 
remotely, even amid the pandemic. Its contribution will 
only grow post-pandemic. 
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“Out of necessity, we’ve learned to become very agile 
over the last two years, and we need to continue doing 
that,” said Noreen Henry, chief revenue officer at Sojern. 
“Managing uncertainty will continue to be part of the 
challenge, but consumers want to travel and they’re going 
to find a way. With the right mix of digital marketing tactics, 
hoteliers can capture this demand.” 

To maximize engagement and drive conversions, hoteliers 
need to align their messaging with traveler intent 
and deploy flexible marketing strategies designed to 
accommodate changing travel expectations and behaviors. 
On top of that, they need to fortify their data sources in 
preparation for the death of the third-party tracking cookie. 
Google Chrome is now scheduled for the end of 2023, 
but Firefox and Safari have already decreased the use of 
cookies. To build lasting customer relationships, hoteliers 
need to identify new strategies and data sources to help 
personalize their ads and services. 

Compounding these challenges are industry-wide 
labor shortages. AHLA reports that by the end of 2022, 
hotels are expected to employ 2.19 million people — 
down 166,000 or 7 percent compared to 2019, reflecting 
continued headwinds in the labor market.

Hoteliers must find the right talent to oversee ever-
evolving media campaigns and manage sophisticated 
customer relationship management (CRM) systems — or 
find the right partners to fill the gaps. While global brands 
are investing in data solutions, most independent hotels 
don’t have a dedicated resource managing data from a 
technical perspective. 

In this report, we’ll look at multiple data-driven 
strategies — from the high end of the funnel to the low 
— highlighting trends and innovations that can help 
hoteliers stay ahead of the curve and enjoy sustained 
success as travel rebounds.

Source: Skift Research from STR, CBRE Hotels, Wyndham Hotel’s company filings. Data as of November 2021.
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1. DEVELOP “ALWAYS-ON” STRATEGIES 
FOR AN UNPREDICTABLE WORLD

The most impactful marketing tactic 
is going to be an ‘always-on’ strategy. 

You just can’t go dark; you need to 
spend your dollars wisely, and you 
need to appeal to those travelers 

who are actively interested.

Noreen Henry
Chief Revenue Officer, Sojern

“

”

H otel marketers have traditionally planned 
promotions and messaging around seasonal 
travel cycles like spring break, summer 

vacation, and the holidays — but the past two years of 
lockdowns and travel restrictions upended predictable 
booking patterns. 

SkiftX spoke with Noreen Henry, chief revenue officer at 
Sojern, about the importance of implementing a smart 
“always-on” strategy to capture traveler interest, weather 
unforeseen volatility in the marketplace, and drive 
bookings any time of year. 
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SkiftX: What exactly do you mean when you say 
hoteliers should develop “always-on” strategies?

Noreen Henry: “Always-on” means your marketing is 
ever-present and your campaigns are always live. Part 
of the reason is that people are always traveling, even 
during the low season, and as a hotel marketer, I want 
to make sure I can get in front of those consumers and 
capture demand. You can no longer afford to shut off 
your marketing campaigns. You just have to be smarter 
about how you execute them.

Instead of advertising only during certain windows to 
drive peak bookings, there’s no reason you shouldn’t be 
advertising in the low season, and finding new reasons to 
attract travelers. Traditional booking patterns — like the 
idea that people book for spring break in January — are 
shifting, so the same tactics no longer work. 

Since the pandemic started, travelers have become 
more opportunistic and unpredictable — booking last-
minute trips and extending their stays to take advantage 
of the work-from-anywhere trend, for example. Flexible, 
“always-on” strategies enable marketers to capture these 
new behaviors and focus on traveler intent.

Can you share an example of targeted advertising 
that focuses on traveler intent?

If a consumer has expressed intent to come to your 
destination for weekend getaways or family vacations, 
you need to adjust your marketing message and make 
sure you’re targeting their preferences. 

To understand how we are capturing travel intent, it 
helps to understand our data. We work with thousands 
of global data partners that provide us with rich data, 
and give us real-time search and booking information. 
Our partners include global airlines and hotel brands, 
regional players, online travel agencies (OTAs), and 
metasearch companies, to name but a few. We get rich 
travel data from them, so we understand the destinations 
travelers are shopping and booking, the dates they’re 
looking for, the number of travelers, and any other 
preferences — and then we leverage this data to build 
relevant audiences. 

Consider one of our clients, a company called Sumaq 
Machu Picchu Hotels. It’s a lovely 62-room resort with great 
views and five-star service, so they’re a great property 
to market. What we do for them is leverage our travel 
audiences to identify consumers who are traveling to Peru, 
and then we put messaging in front of those consumers to 
drive them to the hotel’s website for direct bookings. Sumaq 
works with us via a commission model on a multichannel 
approach, so they are using display, search, Facebook, and 
Instagram. This campaign drove a 10 percent increase in 
their direct bookings, which is a great result. 

In this instance, we were just targeting travelers who 
were coming to Peru, but we can get much more granular 
depending on the needs of the hotel. The more partners we 
work with, the richer the data set. The bottom line is that we 
can help hoteliers in the area reach a real and meaningful 
cross-section of travelers who are interested in and 
traveling to Peru, at the exact moment they’re considering 
where to stay.

As the travel industry rebounds from the pandemic, 
how can hoteliers best adapt their revenue strategies 
to prepare for the unknown? 

There are two tactics hoteliers should lean into and take 
advantage of to change their revenue strategies. Hoteliers 
need to address the ongoing uncertainty of market 
conditions and continue to offer the flexible cancellation 
policies that were introduced during the pandemic. 
Consumer sentiment surveys show people want to travel, 
and we’re seeing the bookings, but people still know they 
could get sick, and that lockdowns could happen again. 
They want the peace of mind that comes with flexible 
booking policies.  

The second revenue tactic that is incredibly important 
right now is about capitalizing on the trend toward remote 
working. Despite the starts and stops of lockdowns and 
ever-changing travel restrictions, remote working is one of 
the biggest trends to have lasting implications. Hoteliers 
need to figure out how to attract consumers who want 
to blend business and leisure. That includes offering 
promotions for extended stays, ensuring fast and reliable 
internet service throughout their property, and other tactics 
designed to capture this demand. 
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How can hoteliers leverage their budgets in a more 
strategic way? 

It goes without saying that the pandemic impacted hotel 
marketing budgets in a profound way. Some budgets were 
completely slashed down to nothing. Many hotels with tight 
budgets are working with partners that offer a pay-for-
performance commission strategy. At Sojern, we call this 
the “pay on the stay” model. Sojern spends the marketing 
dollars upfront and drives consumers to the hotel’s website 
for booking through advertising across search, display, and 
paid social — but the hotel only pays us once that consumer 
actually stays at their property, so there’s no risk to the hotel 
if they end up canceling. We found this to be extremely 
successful during the pandemic to help with recovery. 

Another smart tactic is to have a multichannel approach 
so your advertising is running across all the various digital 
channels consumers are shopping on, whether that be 
display, search, paid social, or metasearch — you need to 
meet the traveler wherever they’re shopping so you can 
make sure you’re always in front of them and meeting their 
needs in that given moment.

What role does testing play in terms of forming a best-
in-class digital marketing strategy? 

When it comes to optimizing your marketing campaigns to 
get the best performance, testing plays a critical role. We 
do a lot of A/B testing on different elements of the ads to 
see what works best — whether that’s the images used, the 
ad copy, the calls to action, or various design elements. By 
implementing different versions of the ad we’re able to see 
which ads are converting. 

For example, with hotel images, we tested exterior images 
versus interior images for rooms, lifestyle activities, and 
amenities — and the exterior images had a 55 percent 
click-through rate, much higher than all the other types of 
images. Exterior images also drove a 4 percent increase in 
conversions, so it’s amazing what the right image can do. 

Another example involved showing the room rate on the ads. 
When we included the hotel room rate, we saw much higher 
engagement and a 12.5 percent increase in conversion. 

We also tested elements of the booking funnel. Once the 
consumer clicks your ad, where do they land? If you land 
them on the booking page versus the home page, you’re 
going to see an increase in conversion. 

What is the single most impactful digital marketing 
tactic that can position hotels for success in 2022?

The most impactful marketing tactic is going to be an 
“always-on” strategy. You just can’t go dark; you need 
to spend your dollars wisely, and you need to appeal to 
those travelers who are actively interested.

CASE STUDY 
Sumaq Machu Picchu Hotel

An “always-on” marketing strategy across display, 
search, Facebook, and Instagram leveraged intent 
data to drive travelers interested in Peru to the hotel’s 
website for direct bookings. 

Results: 
10 percent increase in direct bookings
Over $260K in direct booking revenue



6 Strategies For Hotels to Maximize Revenue in an Evolving Data Landscape 11SKIFT + SOJERN

T hird-party cookies have played an important 
role in helping hotels determine travel intent 
so they can deliver relevant messages. With 

Google Chrome eliminating cookies at the end of 2023, 
hotels deploying personalization tactics need to harness 
customer intent data from alternative sources, including 
their own loyalty programs.  

The Leading Hotels of the World (LHW) onboards 20 to 
50 independent hotels a year, enabling their customers 
to join its global Leader’s Club loyalty program. SkiftX 
spoke with Philip Koserowski, senior VP and chief 
marketing officer at LHW, to learn how the company 
uses loyalty program data to personalize not only their 
marketing, but also the guest experience. 

2. ACTIVATE LOYALTY PROGRAM DATA 

Most people think about the 
rational and more transactional 

side of loyalty: the points, the value, 
and the free nights. We’d love to get 
to a place where we’re capitalizing 

on the emotional side.

Philip Koserowski
Senior VP and Chief Marketing Officer,  

The Leading Hotels of the World

“

”
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SkiftX: How are you preparing now for a cookie-less 
future? 

Philip Koserowski: In the absence of cookies, delivering 
personalization and relevance is about cultivating first-
party data — what we know about our guests through 
loyalty program information, booking details, and 
observational data about how guests interact with us.

Before Covid, we had fewer loyalty members, but they 
were highly engaged. Throughout the pandemic, we 
recognized our hoteliers’ need to expand this important 
customer base. In response, we eliminated the program 
fee, which was often a hurdle for some travelers to join. 
From a pure marketing perspective, the major driver is that 
we need more data, so that when someone engages with 
us we know who they are and what their level of loyalty has 
been. We can build a long-term and hopefully very fruitful 
relationship by being hyper-relevant and hyper-targeted. 

Loyalty is ultimately about how we can be loyal to our 
customers, but first we need to know what they’re looking 
for. What are their previous purchases or behaviors, and 
once they’re back on the site, what type of hotels are they 
looking at? Then we can say “Hey, I see you’re looking at 
overwater bungalows in Bora Bora. Did you know we have 
hotels with overwater bungalows that are much closer to 
you?” Then we’re not just acting as curators — we’re able 
to add value and present new possibilities to our guests. 

Beyond our marketing approach, we can also use first-
party data on the guest-servicing side. What makes our 
hotels really special is the way our staff can truly deliver 
a memorable stay once they gain an insight about you. 
There’s always that getting-to-know-you period when you 
first check in and they observe something about you, and 
then they can “wow” you because of that observation. 

This is part of our first-time repeat guest strategy. For 
example, if a hotelier at The Ritz London learns a great 
insight about you, we can pass that along to the next hotel 
you’re traveling to so they can make you feel like a repeat 
guest, even though it’s the first time you’ve been there.

Maybe a simple question when they’re making the 
booking is “what’s the occasion for your trip?” — and 
then we can pass that along. We can take observational 
data and use sophisticated predictive intelligence, but 
sometimes it’s just about asking the question. 

Do you manage all of that data with a CRM 
system?

With Leaders Club, our existing loyalty program, we 
capture profile data by asking customers for their 
current preferences on things like in-room amenities 
and on-site activities. 

Most people think about the rational and more 
transactional side of loyalty: the points, the value, and 
the free nights. We’d love to get to a place where we’re 
capitalizing on the emotional side. We want to evolve 
our loyalty program by enriching customer profiles 
through an observation from a previous hotelier, or by 
asking the traveler the reason they’re traveling or how 
much privacy they want. 

On the technical side, we have a loyalty platform 
we work with and they do a good job with points, 
balances, and helping to manage promotions. But at 
the end of the day, your customer data really sits in 
your CRM — and it becomes a question of what level 
of sophistication can you build in that profile over 
time? What’s most important is having a single view 
of the customer, and then having a strong marketing 
automation platform that helps you act on it. 

Staffing is a major challenge for hotels right now. 
How are you finding the right people to manage 
your CRM platforms? 

I just interviewed for our director of digital marketing, 
a role that oversees acquisition as well as CRM. Some 
organizations keep acquisition and CRM separate, 
but we view them as functioning together because of 
the first-party data cross-over — it’s so essential for 
effective acquisition, engagement, and retention. 
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On the data side, we just hired a data management role 
within our IT organization to basically not only be the traffic 
cop but also help us understand what data we have access 
to. Do we have the data stored in a way that’s accessible to 
everyone so marketing can make smarter decisions? 

We’re also growing our business intelligence and analytics 
organization. There’s a significant need for technical people 
who can help from a data perspective, and also for those 
who can bridge the gap and help the business owners ask 
the right questions. 

It’s tough to find the right people for these high-demand 
roles, and once you find them it’s critical for a company to 
maintain long-lasting relationships with them. 

When you bring new properties into LHW, is it easy to 
incorporate them into your data systems? 

For the most part, yes. We’ll typically bring on around 
30 hotels in a year. Onboarding is a critical time because 
we want to start the relationship off on the right foot. 
Getting access to our systems provides so much value on 
everything from sales to marketing to distribution. 

From a data perspective, it’s not just about porting over 
their customer data. It’s about making sure we can 
leverage information to effectively tell the story of their 
hotel via all of our systems. It’s less of a traditional data 

mapping challenge and more about just finding the right 
content and working with our hotels to get them activated.

Can you share any other examples about using data 
to make personalization more impactful? 

We had to think differently during the pandemic. We 
have a global marketing team, and we also have regional 
folks who are responsible for knowing the guests and 
marketing appropriately to them within their regions. We 
had previously done a lot more global communications, 
with campaign strategy executed at a global level, but that 
just didn’t work during Covid because every market was in 
a different state and we wanted to be relevant. We weren’t 
going to put out a booking message to travel to a hotel in a 
country that was in lockdown, for example. 

We had to understand what was happening within each 
region, and then market appropriately. If a hotel was 
in lockdown, we shared inspirational messages and 
information on how to experience our hotels from home. If 
borders were opening up, and we saw booking windows 
get down to a few days, we built campaigns around last-
minute travel — targeting those who could travel with a 
message about the hotels they could travel to. We had to 
be super agile to meet guests where they were and give 
them the right message. 

On the more technical side, the smartest data usage we 
have right now is through the merchandising engine we 
use in our emails and website, where we utilize predictive 
intelligence to suggest hotels based on previously booked 
or searched for hotels.  

What’s the single most impactful digital marketing 
tactic that can position hotels for success in 2022 
and beyond? 

During Covid, people started going directly to a hotel’s 
website to get information about their Covid procedures, 
their health and safety protocols, and their cancellation 
policies. This pivoted a large portion of the audience, and 
we’ve seen through traffic and direct-channel revenue 
growth that this was a very good opportunity for hotels 
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to invest more in their direct digital experiences — their 
website, their online advertising strategy, and their social 
media strategy. 

The biggest advice I’m sharing with our hoteliers is to 
make sure you’re investing in creating a good direct hotel 
experience, because customers are coming right now and 
it’s better to capture them directly versus having to pay a 
significant commission through other channels. 

We’re working to make sure we can provide advisory 
and consultative support to help our hotels find best of 
breed vendors and partners that can help them acquire 
customers and convert them at a high level. 

Is there anything you’re really optimistic about in 
travel’s return, anything you see as a really good 
sign for hospitality bouncing back? 

We’ve seen really strong signs of recovery. Many of our 
resorts had their best year ever last year, and city centers 
are also coming back. We’ve also seen an almost 90 
percent increase in guests booking suites and villas. From 
a customer perspective, our hotels offer a very compelling, 
bespoke experience, and that hasn’t changed during Covid. 
I think the evolving luxury customer is very much looking 
for what independent, family-led hotels have to offer. I think 
we are where the luxury customer is evolving to, and that 
puts us in a pretty good spot.
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F or hotels struggling with staffing and budget 
challenges post-pandemic, especially independent 
hotels that don’t have the custom property 

management systems of larger chains, “co-op marketing” 
is emerging as a smart way to reach potential guests. 
With this strategy, hoteliers can drive direct bookings by 
combining funds, sharing messaging, and pooling data 
with destination marketing organizations (DMOs) and 
attractions. 

SkiftX spoke with Dave Goulden, vice president of product 
at Sojern, about the benefits of participating in a marketing 
co-op, which include measuring the economic impact 
of campaigns, increasing data richness, and spending 
marketing dollars more effectively. 

3. JOIN FORCES WITH DESTINATIONS AND 
ATTRACTIONS IN A MARKETING CO-OP 

With cookies going away, every 
player around the table is going to 

be challenged in different ways with 
data. Why not band together and 

pool data from different sources for 
the same benefits that traditional co-

marketing has always provided?

Dave Goulden
VP of Product, Sojern

“

”
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SkiftX: How does a marketing co-op work?

Dave Goulden: First of all, it’s important to distinguish 
between a traditional marketing co-op — also known as 
co-marketing — and what we’re calling a data consortium, 
which involves pooling data from different partners in a 
marketing co-op. 

Co-marketing involves multiple parties that are trying 
to drive similar outcomes, so it might include a regional 
destination and a city within that destination, plus 
hotels and attractions. In the most common version of 
a marketing co-op, the person responsible for driving 
economic activity in that destination would be hosting. 

For example, Visit California has a co-op where they 
essentially match funds for stakeholders like San Francisco 
and Palm Springs, and then hotels and attractions in those 

destinations can also get involved. Sojern’s platform 
hosts the operational side of the co-op arrangement 
and runs the marketing campaigns for all of the 
stakeholders such that audiences are being used 
efficiently, messages are not colliding, and the same 
person isn’t being targeted with multiple messages.

In addition to maintaining a positive consumer 
experience, Sojern also handles the financial logistics of 
splitting the billing and managing matching capabilities. 
The host of the co-op may have certain rules about logo 
placement or restrictions about photo topics, especially 
if they’re also running a broader campaign.

Those kinds of logistics have typically been very difficult 
to manage, so Sojern built a platform that manages all 
of those details.

Combine funds with local business to 
bring tourists to your destination and 
direct bookings to your partners.

With limited resources and time, co-op 
marketing can help budgets go further 
and aid in a faster recovery.

DMO ESTABLISHES A CO-OP FUND

DMO HOTELSATTRACTIONS

Let’s dive into a bit of background on marketing co-
ops. How did they start and how have they evolved? 

Destination marketing co-ops were first initiated offline, 
and some destinations are still spending big portions of 
their budgets on co-op print campaigns. Traditionally, a 
destination like Visit California would place a co-op print 
ad with the promise that a rising tide lifts all boats. In 
this case, the “boats” are other destinations, hotels, and 
attractions within California. An offline co-op like this 
is much simpler to execute. It’s like “Hey, I bought one 
page in this magazine and if you sign up you can put your 

logo on it and you’re good to go.” A traditional co-op is 
really just about sharing marketing dollars and aligning 
messaging goals. 

A digital marketing co-op is so much more complex, and 
that’s where many organizations have stumbled. Sojern 
saw an opportunity to build something to help. With 
cookies going away, every player around the table is 
going to be challenged in different ways with data. Why 
not band together and pool data from different sources 
for the same benefits traditional co-marketing has always 
provided? This is the next big step for co-op marketing.
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Sojern is starting to pilot the idea of using joint data 
to power co-marketing campaigns, which would 
benefit everyone involved. Can you explain how that 
would work? 

For DMOs, which tend to have limited customer 
information, the data side of a marketing co-op is very 
appealing. A destination may have a website, but it 
doesn’t have transactions running through it and there’s 
no customer list, so it doesn’t have detailed data points. 
The website may not get many visitors relative to one of 
the larger hotels or attractions in the region. They may 
have an email database for their newsletter, but the size of 
the list is typically small. 

So if I have limited customer information, where do I find 
the data sources I need? Sojern brings its own set of data 
when you work with us, and that’s why we do a lot of 
business with DMOs — but wouldn’t it also be better to 
have local data? We do have some of that local data, but 
the promise of a true data consortium is that you’ll get 
much stronger coverage in your region. 

For example, Visit Idaho is considering piloting a data 
consortium with us. We may see up to 15 percent of the 
hotel bookings on our platform, just through all the data 
we collect on our own, but with a data consortium we 
can increase that by up to 60 percent because the DMO 
has much better visibility into local insights that can drive 
bookings. 

They can also target people who are visiting the websites 
of their constituents with co-branded messaging. If I’m a 
Sun Valley resort and I start targeting people, layering in a 
Visit Idaho message about all of the great reasons to visit 
the state doesn’t necessarily distract from my message as 
an Idaho hotel. Just more reasons to visit, right?

Speaking of hotels and resorts, what are the benefits 
of a marketing co-op from a hotelier’s perspective?

Like any kind of data consortium, it falls apart if 
participants believe they’re putting in more than they’re 
getting out. They have to believe they’re going to benefit. 
When a hotel puts their data in, we’re not allowing other 

hotels in that region to participate in targeting, but the 
data provides insights for everybody. If I put my data in, 
I can see market trends in a more granular way, and I 
can do some benchmarking about how I’m performing 
relative to my market.

Another benefit as a hotelier is that my DMO is going 
to layer their marketing on top of what I’m doing, 
which makes my region more attractive and helps me 
convert customers. The third major benefit is that I get 
matching funds, so I can talk about my hotel and the 
DMO is basically subsidizing my marketing. 

Attractions can be helpful if they’re large enough, 
or if the hotel is small enough that the collection of 
attractions in their area can provide targeting. We do 
allow hotels to target audiences with attraction data 
because we know people have been looking at the 
region through the attraction.

But sometimes getting attractions involved doesn’t 
make sense. If you’re a small hotel in the Sun Valley 
region, the ski resorts probably have a lot of interesting 
visitor data that can help you book rooms. It all 
depends on the destination. If you’re a hotel in Orlando, 
the fact that Disney is in the mix helps you a lot, but if 
you’re Marriott in San Francisco, how much benefit are 
you going to get from people who are looking to take a 
boat ride to Alcatraz? We customize data consortiums 
based on what makes sense for participants.

How do you see co-op marketing and data sharing 
within the travel space evolving in the years 
ahead? 

The travel business hasn’t fully embraced this kind of 
marketing yet, but there’s a long history of how it can 
work. Co-ops have been used extensively in the retail 
space, where the objective has been to drive catalog 
delivery. One of the most famous co-ops is Abacus, 
which was owned by DoubleClick for a while. They 
were one of the first to combine offline data with online 
data. Over a thousand retailers participate in Abacus, 
and they all realize it’s way more efficient to share what 
they know about their customers. 
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Why not take a page out of what’s already been proven 
in another vertical and apply it to the travel space? Even 
without cookies, data is going to continue to power digital 
media. For hotels that are data challenged, Sojern already 
aggregates data through our partnerships, which is why 
it’s a natural step for us to offer a host platform — we 
have all the plumbing, all the privacy controls, and all the 
business controls that are needed.

Are there any major challenges or barriers to 
overcome in convincing hotels or destinations that 
co-op marketing is a smart strategy? 

Every destination we talk to wants to participate, and 
then their first question is “will the hotels participate?” 
Many destinations have attempted to share data, but they 
haven’t framed the co-op marketing relationship correctly. 
The hotels haven’t seen strong enough benefits. 

Working with a trusted provider can give them better 
insights and benchmarking, more targeted destination 
support, matching funds, and a bigger pool of customer 
data to target. Even if the DMO could promise those 
things, does the hotel believe they have the technical 
capabilities and privacy controls to pull it off? 

Whereas, this is our business. We’ve been managing data 
and privacy for 12 years, and we’ve earned the trust of 
many large brands. With that as the foundation and the 
promise of those key benefits, I think we’re going to prove 
our case. 

What is the single most impactful digital marketing 
tactic that can position hotels for success in 2022 
and beyond?

Above all, hotels need to be thinking about how they can 
leverage their first-party data. This is a huge asset that is 
underutilized in our vertical. From the smallest brands to 
the largest, everyone says “we need to do more with our 
data.” They understand they need to prioritize data, but 
they need help. 

Most co-marketing funds between destinations and hotels 
are over-indexed to offline media. They love print because 
it’s easy, and they love putting up billboards because 
stakeholders get it — the mayor can drive around and see 
the billboards and think, “Oh, we’re doing something.” 
But that’s not where consumer eyeballs are, it’s not what 
drives scale, and they can’t really measure success. 

If you’re a hotel, try to convince your DMO to take co-
marketing online, if they’re not already doing it. Demand 
that your co-marketing dollars go to where consumers are 
going when they’re making travel plans, and that’s online.

CASE STUDY 
Abu Dhabi Tourism 

In a pilot program with Sojern, Abu Dhabi Tourism 
funded a co-marketing campaign to support their 
hotels, with 40 properties across several major 
brands participating. 

Results: 
Reached 3.7 million people
300+ bookings
700 room nights
1.74 ROI
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O ver the last five years, 88 percent of hotels 
launched some form of direct booking initiative, 
a trend that accelerated during the pandemic. 

Focusing on direct bookings and avoiding costly OTA 
commissions has become a clear priority, especially for 
cost-conscious independent chains and smaller hotels. 

SkiftX spoke with Pierfrancesco Coscarelli, an independent 
hospitality consultant, to get a snapshot of the current 
state of direct bookings. Coscarelli commissioned Sojern 
to manage the digital marketing campaigns for Lungarno 
Collection, a small luxury hotel group based in Italy. 

4. DRIVE DIRECT BOOKINGS FOR 
INDEPENDENT HOTELS

It’s all about engaging in the upper 
part of the conversion funnel. Social 

media has become an important 
part of the overall strategy because it 
helps us create awareness at an early 

stage of the booking process.

Pierfrancesco Coscarelli  
Independent Hospitality Consultant

“

”



6 Strategies For Hotels to Maximize Revenue in an Evolving Data Landscape 20SKIFT + SOJERN

SkiftX: Why have direct bookings expanded in the 
past two years? 

Pierfrancesco Coscarelli: There was a behavioral 
change during the pandemic. Those who did travel 
started to engage in direct conversations with hotels 
— to be reassured about Covid-19 safety measures and 
refund policies should their trip need to be canceled 
before check-in due to last-minute border closures, travel 
restrictions, or a positive test result. 

Some of these concerns seem to be waning because 
around 20 percent of our clients — mostly those from the 
United States — are booking prepaid or non-refundable 
rates. On the other hand, European travelers are more 
keen to continue booking flexible rates, and they seem 
to be more willing to accept higher rates in exchange for 
that flexibility. 

How are you leveraging real-time intent data to 
boost direct bookings?

It’s all about engaging in the upper part of the conversion 
funnel. Social media has become an important part of the 
overall strategy because it helps us create awareness at 
an early stage of the booking process. When someone 
is figuring out that they want to go to Florence or Rome, 
for instance, they probably haven’t started thinking 
about which hotel they want to stay in. Our social media 
strategy is strictly linked to our influencer and public 
relations strategy, and it’s helping us increase the number 
of visitors on our site, which then leads to conversion.

Other activities include paid campaigns on social media, 
particularly Facebook’s Trip Consideration feature, as well 
as traditional pay-per-click (PPC) advertising campaigns. 
In addition, search engine optimization (SEO) continues 
to be an important way for us to differentiate from our 
competition and drive people to hotel sites.

But there’s no better tool than CRM, which helps us know 
our customers better and build unique messages for 
similar customer groups that share those characteristics.

Speaking of CRM, what are the biggest 
challenges around increasing direct bookings for 
independent hoteliers? 

There’s a lot of power in the fact that global chains 
can leverage their loyalty program data, but the vast 
majority of independent hotels don’t have that. The 
ones that do are part of networks such as Leader’s 
Club for Leading Hotels of the World and Discovery 
for Global Hotel Alliance. These networks can be very 
useful in terms of gathering intent data on frequent 
travelers, driving awareness of your property, and 
incentivizing travelers to book with loyalty points. 

Loyalty programs at large hotel chains may be more 
powerful, but there’s a certain cachet that comes with 
staying at an independent luxury hotel. The Salvatore 
Ferragamo family is behind the Lungarno Collection, 
for example, and that brand is recognized worldwide. 
People come to our hotel knowing that relationship, and 
so that’s a plus for us. 

The bigger chains have custom-made property 
management systems that help them have cleaner and 
more extensive databases. This is more difficult for 
independent hotels. Managing a clean, well-organized, 
correctly classed database requires a lot of training — 
and most independent hotels don’t have the budget to 
staff those front-office positions. If hotels can’t invest in 
the technology, and in training staff, it’s critical that they 
outsource these functions.

What are the most impactful digital marketing 
tactics that can help independent hotels get more 
direct bookings? 

Probably having a full mobile-friendly, mobile-first 
website. Even if the final booking occurs via desktop, 
where people are more confident to sit down and 
enter their card number, all of the early engagement 
happens via social media, or during the first visits 
to the mobile version of the website — so it must be 
incredibly user-friendly. 
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Your digital campaigns should also be focused on mobile. 
For Lungarno, part of a typical campaign includes offering 
mobile-only rates during certain months, which helps 
us capture last-minute travelers. Most of our mobile 
campaigns are run through social media, whereas we 
capture more desktop users via Google Search and 
Google Maps. 

It’s about composing the pieces of a big puzzle, and 
every element should be synergistic to the other. An 
independent hotel might have a less prominent brand than 
St. Regis, Ritz Carlton, W Hotels, or Four Seasons — but 
leveraging a good public relations strategy can help you 
differentiate from the bigger players. 

It’s important to focus on the human touch; it’s about 
building a human relationship with the customer, and 
making them feel like their holiday has been perfectly 
tailored to their needs. 

The reservation is the primary touchpoint for the customer, 
so there’s also a lot of engagement that can be done on 
the concierge side, and that information can be recorded 
to help communicate with the customer about future visits. 
With a good CRM system, the information I share with the 
concierge or booking agent is linked to the information I 
see when I book on the brand’s website. 

In terms of the guests who are booking, have you 
noticed any new booking trends or travel trends? 

U.S. travelers seem to be exhibiting the same booking 
behavior they had in 2019, before the pandemic. 
Europeans are more last-second travelers, booking one 
day before in some cases. In general, the time between the 
booking date and the stay date continues to get longer for 
U.S. travelers: 60 days or more. Before the pandemic, most 
European travelers also booked well in advance, but now 
they prefer to book in a last-minute way. 

What results are you seeing from the digital 
campaigns you’re managing? 

We’ve seen strong signs of recovery and bookings from all 
major markets. In the first months of 2022, the U.S. market 
has been booming, with much of the demand centered 

on Florence, Rome, and the Lake Como area. Direct 
bookings from the U.S. increased at a stronger pace than 
in 2019. My hotel clients have started to slightly increase 
their average daily rate (ADR), not only from the U.S. but 
also from other European countries, the Middle East, and 
Latin America, especially Brazil.

CASE STUDY 
Lungarno Collection

Targeting travelers searching for trips to Rome and 
Florence, Sojern drove direct bookings for this group 
of six luxury hotels in Italy. 

Results: 
Over € 881,000 in revenue from direct bookings
499 reservations in 12 months
16 percent of Sojern reservations arrived from 
Facebook and Instagram
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H otels continue to direct more of their advertising 
budgets toward price-comparison search sites, 
and for good reason. Metasearch offers the 

highest return on ad spend of any existing marketing 
acquisition channel in the industry. SkiftX spoke with 
Quentin Lederer, chief operating officer at WIHP, to 
explore how hospitality brands can increase visibility in 
top metasearch engines like Google Hotel Ads, Trivago, 
and Tripadvisor. 

5. INCREASE METASEARCH 
CONVERSIONS

What hoteliers need to remember 
is that metasearch is basically brand 

protection — you’re capturing 
demand from a user searching for 

your hotel name, so your site needs 
to show up in every single search.

Quentin Lederer
Chief Operating Officer, WIHP

“

”
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SkiftX: How has metasearch changed since before 
the pandemic?

Quentin Lederer: Metasearch is a fantastically strong 
channel for hotels. We are seeing very high numbers in 
both clicks and reservations, and everything seems to be 
trending upward. 

At the very beginning of the pandemic, it naturally dropped, 
just like everything else — but the major metasearch 
players used the past two years to adapt. For example, 
Tripadvisor and Trivago finally opened up to CPA (cost per 
acquisition) because they noticed hotels were no longer 
willing to go onto CPC (cost per click) models. Many hotels 
stayed on the CPC model, but a lot of hotels wanted to 
move to CPA because it’s risk-free, and they only pay if 
there’s a booking.

The biggest challenge is just getting live and being visible 
as much as possible. Since they’re on a CPA model — 
and only pay on reservations — many hotels are keeping 
metasearch within distribution as opposed to marketing.

Another big evolution is that Google Hotel Ads has taken 
a major piece of the market, and they’re doing everything 
they can to make metasearch marketing more accessible. 
One of the hardest pieces of metasearch is getting the 
connectivity, the rates, and the availability up there, but 
Google is simplifying that and allowing as many partners 
as possible to be on Google Hotel Ads.

How can hotel brands increase their visibility in the 
top metasearch engines?

To make the biggest impact with metasearch, hotels need 
a dedicated in-house resource to manage their campaigns, 
or they need to hire a partner that understands how to bid. 
What hoteliers need to remember is that metasearch is 
basically brand protection — you’re capturing demand from 
a user searching for your hotel name, so your site needs to 
show up in every single search. 

Aside from actively managing your campaigns, you’ve 
got to make sure your price is cheaper than the others. 
That’s a major factor in getting a return on ad spend and 
an increase in conversion. It’s very basic and simple, but 
it’s so important. In fact, it’s so obvious that people don’t 
necessarily give it the attention it deserves.

The other thing that can help hoteliers stay at the top of 
results is sponsored placements — so if someone searches 
for hotels in Paris you’ll appear at the top, even if you’re 
not the No. 1 hotel. Tripadvisor calls them sponsored 
placements, Trivago calls them sponsored listings, and 
Google Maps calls them property promotion ads.

What role does metasearch play in a multi-channel 
hotel marketing campaign?

Metasearch is an important piece of the puzzle, but it is 
at the low end of the funnel in terms of conversion — it’s 
really just before the user is going to book — whereas email 
campaigns, paid social, and other marketing channels are 
at the early or high end of the funnel. 

That’s why the conversion rate and return on ad spend 
for metasearch are so high compared to other channels 
— because it’s really the users searching for the hotel, 
entering a check-in and check-out date, and then clicking 
on a link, which leads them to the booking engine. 

Metasearch is an excellent bottom-of-funnel conversion 
channel, but it doesn’t work without upper-funnel 
awareness. Let’s say a hotel is unknown because they 
haven’t done any marketing — so nobody searches for their 
hotel name on Google. You can be present on metasearch, 
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but if nobody’s searching for that hotel, metasearch is not 
going to produce any reservations.

Hoteliers also need to be present on OTAs because it 
improves their search ranking on Google. A lot of users 
will find your hotel on Booking.com or Expedia and then 
search for it on Google. Same with Google Ads, with 
different search terms and keywords, and email marketing 
campaigns.

How is WIHP working with Sojern to help hoteliers 
with metasearch?

With Sojern, we’re providing the connectivity piece. Sojern 
does all of the bidding and management on their end, and 
we’re connecting those rates and availability and sending 
them to the different metasearch providers.

CASE STUDY 
VIK Hotels 

Maintaining price accuracy on various metasearch engines 
can be a challenge for small chains like VIK Hotels, so 
Sojern stepped in to coordinate their campaigns across 
seven leading metasearch sites.

Results: 
9 percent of total website conversions came from 
Sojern running metasearch
Achieved price accuracy across all metasearch engines
Activated presence across top metasearch sites 
simultaneously
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L abor shortages continue to plague the industry. 
Right now, there are 1.73 million open positions 
in the broader hospitality market in the U.S., and 

hoteliers are struggling to fill digital marketing roles, 
because either they don’t have the budget or they can’t 
find the talent. To thrive in the post-cookie world, many 
hoteliers must come to terms with the fact that they 
cannot manage marketing campaigns in-house. 

SkiftX spoke with Max Starkov, a hospitality and travel 
tech consultant, about staffing challenges, the importance 
of generating repeat bookings, and the power of 
outsourced CRM marketing.

6. USE CRM DATA TO GENERATE REPEAT 
BUSINESS AMID STAFFING SHORTAGES

Increasing repeat business should be 
priority No. 1 for independent hotels 

in 2022 and 2023. For a new guest, 
you need to explain everything, and 

explaining everything costs more 
marketing dollars. It’s far cheaper to 

bring back repeat guests.

Max Starkov
Hospitality and Travel Tech Consultant

“

”
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SkiftX: As hospitality rebounds, what are the biggest 
challenges facing hotel marketers today?

Max Starkov: Hospitality marketing has been depleted 
of both talent and technology. In 2020 and 2021, hoteliers 
slashed their marketing spend by 50 percent, and at the 
same time they slashed marketing payroll by 50 percent. 
Hotel marketers were among the first to be furloughed and 
laid off, and many of them found work in other industries. 

Technology and IT budgets were also slashed. They’ve 
crept back up to 75 percent compared to 2019, but the 
bulk of that money is being invested in guest services 
technology — things like contactless check-in — and not 
marketing technology to do otherwise. 

Hoteliers, especially those at independent hotels and 
smaller chains, need to outsource their marketing because 
they simply don’t have the talent or technology. 

Another big challenge is that the hospitality industry is 
over-reliant on OTAs, which handle more than 50 percent of 
room reservations. The average cost of a direct booking has 
fluctuated for the last 20 years between 4.2 and 4.5 percent 
of the face value of the reservation. Compare that to OTA 
commissions, which average 22 percent, and it’s clear why 
hotels need to increase their direct bookings. 

What are the most important digital marketing 
tactics right now, particularly for independent 
hotels?

The main priority today is increasing repeat business, 
although it’s more of a challenge for independent hotels. 
We have a big disparity in the industry. When you look 
at the major hotel chains, 58 percent of room nights 
on average came from loyalty members, which means 
repeat guests to the brand. For independent hotels, only 
10 percent of guests are repeat guests — so the revenue 
manager doesn’t know the preferences and travel habits of 
90 percent of the people staying at the hotel.

That’s why increasing repeat business should be priority 
No. 1 for independent hotels in 2022 and 2023. For a new 
guest, you need to explain everything, and explaining 

everything costs more marketing dollars. It’s far cheaper to 
bring back repeat guests because they already know your 
property, your hotel product, and your location.

Okay, so then the question becomes, how do you bring 
back repeat guests? 

This is where CRM marketing comes into play. An ideal 
CRM should enable a single-view database of past guests 
from your property management system, from your central 
reservation system, from your online website signups, from 
the desktops of your salespeople, and so forth. You need to 
be able to collect all of this information, append the data, 
and then make sense of what you learn so you can market 
new experiences to your past guests. 

You can start engaging guests, and capturing data, from 
the moment they make a reservation. For example, you can 
send them a pre-arrival email with information on seasonal 
activities, available upgrades, and dining experiences. And 
then you engage them during their visit, communicating 
about all of the things that will make their stay more 
enjoyable. And then when they leave the property, you ask 
them to complete a guest satisfaction survey in exchange 
for 10 percent off their next stay. 

We’ve talked about the importance of repeat guests. 
How can hotels get more direct bookings from new 
guests, outside of the OTAs? 

If you do have a centralized database with information 
about your best guests — say, guests who booked multiple 
times and have spent on ancillary services — you can 
extract this information from your CRM and use it to find 
lookalike audiences on Google, Facebook, and Instagram. 
They can identify audiences that exhibit similar preferences, 
demographics, locations, travel-planning patterns, and so 
forth. 

Let’s say you or your digital marketing agency uploaded 
the profiles of 12,000 people who visited your property over 
the past two years into the backend of Google or Facebook. 
Based on your budget, you can multiply the effect of your 
knowledge of past guests to reach 500,000 or even 1 million 
new potential guests. That’s the beauty of it. 
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CONCLUSION

After two years of stops and starts, the industry is moving 
forward with a mix of optimism tempered by ongoing 
uncertainty across the global marketplace. To cope with 
the unknown challenges ahead and maximize revenue 
amid ever-changing traveler preferences, hoteliers need 
the right balance of upper- and lower-funnel strategies in 
their digital marketing toolbox. 

Challenges abound in an unpredictable world, but 
hoteliers must never forget that the heart of hospitality 
is the ability to focus on engaging guests and delivering 
what they want. Creating an emotional connection starts 
by tapping into traveler intent, following through with an 
exceptional guest experience, and tying it all together 
by collecting and managing customer data in authentic, 
intuitive, and practical ways. 

There’s never a bad time to capitalize on new 
opportunities to build strong, lasting, mutually beneficial 
relationships with guests. ◆
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