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M O B I L E  T E C H N O L O G Y  C A N  I M P R O V E  T H E  F LY I N G 

E X P E R I E N C E ,  B O T H  I N  T H E  A I R  A N D  O N  T H E  G R O U N D .

By Neal Pollack

NOWHERE 
TO GO
BUT UP

Airlines are using mobile 
piecemeal. You can check 
in online, but you can’t 
get an electronic boarding 
pass. They’re all siloing it.

THERE WAS A TIME, seemingly forev-
er ago, when flying was something that 
people wanted to do. Getting on an air-
plane represented the summit of human 
hopes and dreams. The airlines reflected 
that with fabulous service, great food and 
premium booze, promoting the overall 
feeling that, just by buying a ticket, their 
customers were special. They belonged 
to a unique airborne club.

That feeling, however, has gone the 
way of Pan Am and Braniff. Getting on a 
plane is still usually the fastest and most 
convenient way to travel long distances, 
but it’s like getting on a bus now, with 
dreary security procedures, lousy food, 
indifferent service, and chaotic itineraries 
that make even the most experienced 
travelers weep. 

Slowly, airline bureaucracies are starting 
to modernize. We’ll mostly likely never 

return to the glamour of 1967 flying again, 
but there’s hope that flying may soon be-
gin to approximate what contemporary 
people want out of travel. The future of 
happy flying, if there’s ever to be such a 
thing, lies in mobile technology.

THIS IS YOUR CAPTAIN SURFING

It starts in the cockpit. By federal law, 
pilots have to gather all information nec-
essary about their flights: Weather condi-
tions, FAA notices, all relevant maps and 
charts. It’s a ton of information, and al-
ways cumbersome. With the advent of the 
iPad, that all changed. 

“Pilots recognized that instead of hav-
ing to get giant boxes of paper shipped to 
them every month, they could punch a 

button and every chart could download  
to them,” says Tyson Weihs, co-founder and 
CEO of Houston-based company Fore-
flight, which designs mobile apps for  
pilots. “It’s better than flipping through  
a giant street map in the air.”

Weihs, who’s a private pilot himself, 
had Foreflight ready to go the day the iPad 
store opened for business. Adoption has 
been “rapid,” he says. He has many cli-
ents in business and general aviation, and 
Frontier Airlines started using his pro-
gram this year. 

Boeing has also developed a separate 
but similar application. Lufthansa, Amer-
ican and United Airlines, as well as Fed-
eral Express, are using mobile pilot apps, 
and Southwest and Delta will be adopting 
a mobile system next year. Though there 
are still airlines that use paper maps, that 
number is dwindling fast.
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Citing a survey of IT executives repre-
senting more than 255 airports, airport 
technology group SITA reports that pas-
senger processing technology was listed 
as a global priority through 2016, and 
much of it involves passenger-empower-
ing smartphone tools. It’s the right move, 
as smartphone adoption is well over 50 
percent in the U.S. and will hover just 
under 90 percent worldwide by 2016.

It’s a no brainer that keeping travel-
ers informed of flight data should rank 
high in terms of mobile investments. 
But I have a few, slightly more ambitious 
suggestions for forward-thinking airport 
executives:

1.  Provide more than just
flight status

Nearly every airport surveyed by SITA (95 
percent) is investing in a mobile app that, 
among other things, delivers real-time 
flight data. Whether frequent travelers 
would want to install an app for every spot 
they fly to or from is debatable. 

An airport, however, could set its app 
apart — and make it worth installing — 
with historical data and statistical model-
ing that makes it the most accurate source 
for how the day will pan out.

While there are many apps that inform 
passengers of flight delays, only Buffalo 
Niagara International knows that secu-
rity lines grow much longer on Monday 
mornings and Friday nights, when execu-
tives from major cities fly in and out. 

2.  Put your Wi-Fi network to work

To keep travelers informed in real time, 
use your airport’s indoor Wi-Fi to track 
travelers’ smartphones as they move 
through security. With this info, you can 
send “wait time” push notifications to 
those who’ve yet to arrive. 

Since flyers have opted in to receive 
messages, you can monetize this effort 
by charging airport vendors for the 
opportunity to reach out your subscriber 
base. You’ll just have to strive to keep the 
service from becoming too spammy. 

3.  Offer travelers way more power 
(literally)

Sure, there are outlets in airports, but 
they’re often nowhere near a seat, in-
stalled in ghettoized stand-up “power sta-
tions” or crowded by Type A passengers 
who arrived at the gate an hour before 
their flight to charge every device they 
own. What most passengers really need is 
just a powered USB port for their phone, 
not a three-prong outlet. 

Airports could certainly fit dozens of 
those in gate and restaurant seats, and 
even offer a few standard cords (with micro 
USB and Apple Lightning connectors) for 
those who swear they packed their own. 
For those needing a laptop or some other 
device charged, entrance to a secure pow-
er lounge could be had for a nominal fee.

4.  Allow people to pay for anything, 
from anywhere

Chaotic Moon CEO Ben Lamm says 
“the key to a successful mobile strategy, 
no matter what business you’re in, is 
to make it easy for people to get what 
they want — and even easier for them 
to pay you for it.” As it stands, fees and 
upgraded service charges are powering 
airlines’ revenues, but their most conve-
nience-minded customers still have only 
a few opportunities to trade dollars for 
more time and freedom.

Smartphones could unlock services 
that travelers have been clamoring for, 
but weren’t feasible for airports to imple-
ment until now. Here are some features 

Lamm feels airports can deploy (and 
profit from) right away:

•     Anytime bag drops Having a beer on a 
layover can be a fun indulgence, unless 
you have to watch one or more bags like 
a hawk. Let travelers use their phones 
to automate bag checking or pay for 
temporary lockers.

 •     Pre-orders and gate-side delivery 
Gate anxiety can mean significant 
lost revenue for airport vendors as 
many travelers don’t want to stop on 
their way through the terminal. The 
solution: let travelers pre-order food 
for quick pick-up or have essential 
supplies – aspirin, headphones and 
magazines – delivered directly to their 
gates so they won’t miss their board-
ing call. 

•     Localized deals through geolocation 
Of course, there are always those who 
will arrive early and will be looking for 
ways to kill time. To help airport ven-
dors capture these flyers’ business, 
incorporate Bluetooth Smart technolo-
gies throughout terminals (using NFC 
or Apple’s iBeacons). Pushing loca-
tion-specific coupons is a great way to 
bump up the $14 typically spent per 
airport visit.

•      Smoother parking experiences Send 
text reminders to travelers about their 
parking locations, let them pre-pay the 
exit fee or pay a premium for valet ser-
vice that’s timed to their actual arrival.

- Kevin Purdy

Late Arrivals
A shift in airport priorities means 

more plans for smartphones — 
but it’s not enough.
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Are we there yet?

In about 10 years.

“Anyone who’s coming through flight 
training today,” Weihs says, “will get your 
maps and charts, and you’ll do your flight 
planning electronically. My son, when he 
learns how to fly, will never have to use a 
paper chart. Pilots today are growing up 
all digital.”

“AT LEAST WE KNOW YOUR 
BAGS ARE IN JAKARTA.”

Other aspects of the airline industry 
are modernizing more haltingly. The lug-
gage-tracking system, for instance, works 
poorly and costs the industry billions of 
dollars a year. 

Pennsylvania-based company Van-
guard ID Systems has developed a digital 
luggage tag that consumers can update 
online, the idea being that once airlines 
update their computer systems, the bags 
can be digitally tracked and rerouted and, 
if temporarily lost, delivered to a final des-
tination, eliminating long lines at service 
counters and frustrating runarounds. 
“You get to sidestep that rat maze,” says 
Richard Warther, Vanguard’s CEO.

Unfortunately, that utopian dream, 
where you can locate your lost luggage 
via a push message on your phone, is still 
a few years away, “at least five,” Warther 
says, and maybe more. When he first pre-
sented the idea at an airline conference a 
decade ago, he says, “the audience was less 
than receptive.” But now British Airways 
is implementing a digital bag-tag system, 

and Dutch-based KLM is moving forward, 
as are members of the SkyTeam alliance 
of airlines. “It won’t eliminate lost bags 
completely,” Warther says. “But it will 
eliminate lost bags because of misinfor-
mation and human error.”

BETTER LATE-ADOPTION THAN NEVER

The airline industry is being dragged 
into the digital age reluctantly. “Airlines 
are using mobile piecemeal,” says whur-
ley, co-founder of Chaotic Moon, an Aus-
tin-based creative technology studio.  
“You can check in online, but you can’t 
get an electronic boarding pass. They’re 
all siloing it.” 

You can now use your phone on some 
planes, according to new FAA regulations, 
but many aircraft don’t have Wi-Fi con-
nections, and almost none of them have 
chargers for the seats. These are small 
things that would make contemporary fly-
ing so much better. “They need to be better 
at anticipating our needs,” whurley says.

There are a few roadblocks that are stop-
ping the industry from dashing headlong 
into the mobile age: First, it costs airlines 
millions of dollars to ground one plane for 
one day, so retrofitting an entire fleet for 
some kind of glorious interconnected future 
doesn’t make a lot of economic sense. Also, 
airlines have a captive customer base, who 
don’t have a ton of choices.

But even given those restrictions, 
change is still happening. Virgin America 

allows customers to order drinks and food 
from their seats via a touch screen. Delta 
Airlines sends push notifications, via its 
mobile app, to let passengers know if their 
flights are delayed. 

Chaotic Moon EVP John Fremont says 
that airlines are approaching the compa-
ny, asking for help to create what he calls 
an “omnichannel experience,” to make 
traveling seem less nightmarishly discon-
nected. “The way to accomplish this is to 
build the infrastructure differently,” Fre-
mont says. “Gut the system and recreate it 
from the ground up.”

One simple, practical solution, says 
Chaotic Moon’s Chief Creative Officer 
Ben McCraw, is to get rid of the cheap 
entertainment screens on the backs of 
seats. “They’re really low-end, and it’s a 
completely disconnected and janky expe-
rience,” he says. Airlines don’t need to put 
iPads at every seat, either, but somewhere 
in the middle lies the right answer, which 
will make airlines money and make cus-
tomers happy.

Achieving that seems like a daunting 
task, but “technology puts downward 
pressure on things,” whurley says. In 
other words, it’s going to happen, even if 
the airlines have to be dragged into the 
present day. 

Flying may never be completely stress-
free, and may never seem totally glamor-
ous again. But it’s soon going to seem more 
of a piece with our mobile-dependent 
lives, more integrated into the flow of our 
daily routines. And it just might be fun.
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C A N  T E C H  G I V E  G U E S T S  A  B E T T E R  E X P E R I E N C E

W I T H  L E S S  FA C E  T I M E ?

By Ricardo Bilton

AT YOUR
SERVICE

“I don’t know one person 
who would miss going to 
the front desk of a hotel.”

FOR A GENERATION OF TRAVELERS raised 
on the Internet, the rise of self check-in 
hotel apps feels like a long-awaited inev-
itability. Self-service machines dominate 
supermarkets and airplane terminals — so 
why not hotel lobbies as well?

Travelers won’t find much argument 
with the hotel industry, which is on a con-
stant quest to iron out efficiencies and re-
spond to the ever-changing nature of con-
sumer desire.

Back in September, Marriott Hotels 
launched its mobile check-in service, 
which lets guests use their smartphones 
to check in up to a day before they arrive. 
The hotel app also gives guests automatic 
notifications when their rooms are ready, 
letting them pick up their keys with min-
imal wait time.

DON’T SEND GUESTS TO THE FRONT OF THE 
LINE — LET THEM SKIP IT ALL TOGETHER

For guests, the appeal here is pretty 
clear: Mobile check-in lets them skip the 
lines, get to their rooms faster and, in gen-
eral, make them feel like they’re a part of 
the exciting, fast-paced future of travel.

It’s all about speed. Think about it this 
way: After a long flight and drive from the 
airport, the last thing the average traveler 
wants to do is wait in another line.

“I don’t know one person who would 
miss going to the front desk of a hotel,” says 
John Fremont, EVP at Chaotic Moon.

Mobile check-in apps also make per-
fect business sense for hoteliers, who can 
use them to both improve the guest expe-
rience and encourage customers to come 
back (which means greater revenue, at 
least in theory).

But it’s easy to see how Marriott Mobile 
doesn’t go quite far enough. For one, while 
guests can use their phones to check-in, 
they still have to physically pick up their 
keycards, which isn’t exactly efficient.

To solve this pain point, hotels like Hil-
ton have been experimenting with ways 
to let smartphones double as room keys, 
while Starwood and Hyatt have been look-
ing into ways to do the same with loyalty 
cards.

And why stop at the check-in? Once a 
guest checks in, shouldn’t a hotel be able 
to tell them everything going on a given 

day? Imagine if a single app could show 
guests food menus, drink specials, enter-
tainment options and even their tab in 
real time. It’s the sort of the experience 
only mobile devices could help craft.

ENSURE GUESTS HAVE A PLEASANT STAY 
INSTEAD OF MERELY WISHING IT

Sounds great, right? Well, mostly. The 
problem with this vision of the fully auto-
mated hotel is that, in the end, it barely re-
sembles a hotel at all. Does the hotel of the 
future have to be so cold?

Not really, says Fremont, who argues 
that hotels will always have to strike a bal-
ance between the automated and the hu-
mane when it comes to hospitality. “You 
risk having a cold experience, but it doesn’t 
need to be a cold experience,” Fremont said.

Not that that’s the vision all hotels 
have anyway. For high-end hotels like, say, 
Nobu in Las Vegas, human interaction is a 
fundamental part of the experience. “The 
interaction that guests have with staff is 
extremely personal and accommodating. 
Those touch points are still very import-
ant,” says Ben McCraw, Chaotic Moon’s 
Chief Creative Officer.

At the core here is a very simple reality: 
While no mobile check-in app or kiosk will 
ever be a replacement for the human touch, 
they can certainly be a great addition.

This is the vision that Anthony Maggio, 
co-founder of CheckMate, has for the fu-
ture of hotels. CheckMate, which launched 
at a handful of hotels in September, works 
just like the other check-in services we’ve 
seen: Users tell it what kind of room they 
want, and CheckMate works with the hotel 
to fill that need. Like Marriott’s app, Check-
Mate also helps users skip the front desk by 
letting hotels print room keys in advance.

CheckMate, however, takes things a 
bit further on the hotel side. When hotels 
use the service, they don’t just see when a 
guest checks-in, but they also see key de-
mographic information about the guest — 
including their stay history, activity pref-
erences and even information about their 
social media presence. This data can then 
be used to offer guests the sorts of special 
upgrades they’re likely to accept.

“We’re not trying to decrease human 
contact. We’re trying to give a better expe-

rience to guests,” Maggio said. Put another 
way: Check-in services should augment the 
human touch, not replace it.

GUARANTEE FUTURE VISITS BY 
LOOKING TOWARDS THE FUTURE

Taking that idea to its most logical ex-
treme, Maggio says he envisions a time 
where hotel employees will be equipped 
with their own Google Glass-like devices, 
which would display in real-time when a 
guest arrives. Not only would this let em-
ployees greet guests by name (“Good morn-
ing, Mr. Bilton!”) but it would also let them 
use what they know about guests’ interests 
to personalize their greetings (“The roof-
top bar opens in ten minutes!”).

That idea, however creepy, is a long 
way from reality. In the short term, hotels 
still have a lot of work to do before they 
perfect the experiences they’re working 
on right now.

For example, Marriott Mobile, which 
has been installed on over 500,000 An-
droid devices, has an average rating of 4.0 
on the Google Play store. That may not 
sound too bad, but it’s clear from some 
of the reviews that, for some people, the 
app is, at best inconsistent, and at worst, 
completely useless.

Here’s one review, which is pretty rep-
resentative of the one-star reviews given to 
the app: “This is a pointless app. Can’t even 
display your membership number when 
you are traveling and want to check into 
the hotel unless you are connected to the 
internet. In fact, doesn’t help you at all if 
you are offline. Does not even display basic 
information such as contact phone num-
bers. You can get all this from an internet 
browser and save the space.”

This is the kind of review that the team 
behind Marriott Mobile should be pay-
ing the closest attention to. When guests 
download the app, the last thing they want 
is something that’s buggy, unhelpful and 
offers little in the way of new functionality.

To be blunt, if a guest doesn’t find your 
mobile app to be useful in the first minute 
of use, chances are they’re aren’t going to 
give it a second chance.
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F R O M  I N T E R A C T I V E  M A P S  T O  W I R E L E S S  D ATA  P L A N S , 

C R U I S E  L I N E S  A R E  E M B R A C I N G  D I G I TA L  O F F E R I N G S .

By Tiffany Duening

GETTING 
ON BOARD

“Cruisers want to use 
their cell phones and smart 
devices at sea the same 
way they do at home.

CRUISE LINES PROVIDE the ultimate get-
away. Patrons climb on board a moving 
vessel filled to the brim with entertain-
ment, booze and beach-y vibes to sail away 
from ho-hum land. But here’s one thing 
they’re not escaping: their digital lives. 

With Wi-Fi at sea becoming cheap-
er and smart devices becoming perva-
sive across all age groups and cultures, 
cruise lines have a growing porthole 
of opportunity to provide passengers 
with a new kind of luxury — the digital 
kind. Cruise companies have a greater 
chance than ever to provide passen-
gers with personalized services and 
offers right in the pocket of their Ha-
waiian-print shirts.

SMOOTH SAILING AROUND THE SHIP

Once passengers have boarded, they’re 
at the will of the cruise line and are 
bound, for better or worse, by the ship’s 
offerings. Along with decadent piña cola-
das and Broadway-worthy performances, 
cruise lines can provide passengers with 
digital solutions to help them navigate 
sprawling decks and packed activity lists.

After all, the only thing worse than 
being lost at sea is being lost on an enor-
mous ship at sea. With multiple deck lev-
els and an abundance of booze, the first 
helpful digital task should be wayfinding, 

which can be presented through interac-
tive maps with GPS directions. Cruise 
lines themselves must compete with 
apps from companies like Ship Mate and 
Cruise.com, which provide deck maps, 
itinerary data and turn-by-turn walking 
directions for a wide range of cruise lines.

With new location-based technology 
like iBeacons, ships can even suggest en-
tertainment ideas and offers to passengers 
as they walk around. “iBeacons are intro-
ducing a whole new world of indoor loca-
tion-based marketing that connects the 
digital world with the physical one,” says 
Chaotic Moon CEO Ben Lamm. “Any busi-
ness defined by a physical space needs to 
jump on this technology to stay ahead.” So 
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far, no cruise lines are bridging this gap.
Despite that, many vessels are now of-

fering smarter wayfinding and more thor-
ough digital signage. Norwegian Cruise 
Lines is set to launch a series of interac-
tive touch screens to let wandering guests 
get directions and even make reserva-
tions on the spot. “With the introduction 
of these screens, Norwegian’s Freestyle 
Cruising is taken to a whole new level, al-
lowing guests to further customize their 
vacation on their time. It’s all about free-
dom and flexibility,” said Kevin Sheehan, 
Norwegian Cruise Line CEO.

Along with their expansive space, cruis-
es are also known for their massively packed 
schedules of offerings, generally delivered in 
a daily printed format (yawn). Besides being 
entirely mundane, this method just doesn’t 
cut it — especially when schedules change 
or passengers want more information about 
a particular event. Up-to-date schedules 
right on a passenger’s device can offer pho-
tos, descriptions, reservation info and so 
much more.

Cruise lines can also give app users 
an advantage by offering reservations for 
popular events, on and off shore, with up-
dated information about availability. Con-
venient features like this could help boost 
sales of planned activities by appealing 
to the more spontaneous passengers 
who didn’t want to book that underwater 
moonlight excursion in advance.

TAKING A GAMBLE ON NEW SERVICES

Cruise ships have a distinct advantage 
over many other vacation options: their 
ability to abandon the strict U.S. gambling 
laws that exist on land. One of the highlights 

for both first-time and regular cruise-goers 
is the onboard casino, which happens to 
also be a primary revenue source for many 
cruise lines. That said, most passengers 
don’t want to spend their entire trip stuck 
behind a blackjack table.

Celebrity Cruises is the first to aug-
ment their casinos with ship-wide 
gambling right on passengers’ devices. 
They’ve teamed up with Cantor Gaming 
to create a multi-platform app that offers 
mobile gambling through a virtual wallet 
and an array of popular casino games. The 
Celebrity Fortunes app, when launched 
within international waters, gives travel-
ers the chance to play their odds without 
ever leaving the lido deck.

DEAR INTERNET, WISH YOU WERE HERE

Despite the gains in ship-wide mo-
bile experiences, cruise ships are still 
lagging far behind in real-time wireless 
communication. Onboard “Internet ca-
fes” feel terribly archaic in our normally 
always-connected world, and most ships 
still only offer Internet through prepaid 
packages or exorbitant pay-by-the-min-
ute fees.

Luckily, the leading seafaring Inter-
net provider, Wireless Maritime Services 
(WMS), owned by AT&T, has recently 
begun expanding services that promise 
better connectivity at lower prices. They 
even deployed 3G data services as part 
of an agreement with Royal Caribbean 
Cruises Ltd. (RCL) last June.

Pramod Arora, Chief Operating Offi-
cer at WMS, understands that “cruisers 
want to use their cell phones and smart 
devices at sea the same way they do at 

home. However, international roaming 
prices have historically made guests 
think twice before making that call back 
home to friends or family. With these new 
plans from AT&T, WMS is able to provide 
RCL guests the suite of world-class com-
munication services they expect, at more 
affordable prices.”

HAVE IPHONE, WILL TRAVEL

Through efforts to expand the brand-
ed onboard experience with apps, plus 
vastly improved at-sea Internet connec-
tivity, cruise ships can soon offer pas-
sengers the same benefits they expect 
on land. Despite their best efforts to “get 
away from it all,” cruise-goers will eager-
ly embrace these digital enhancements. 
Prepare your Instagram.

T O  E A R N  M I L L E N N I A L S ’  L O Y A LT Y ,  H O T E L I E R S  W I L L 

F I R S T  H A V E  T O  O F F E R  S O M E T H I N G  M E A N I N G F U L 

I N  R E T U R N .

By Amina Elahi

LOYALTY
POINT(ER)S 

“If I have to invest and 
think consciously about 
how I plan out my purchases 
or experiences… I’m not 
going to do it.”

ASPARTAME ASPARTAMEASPARTAME

ASPARTAME ASPARTAMEASPARTAME



C H A O S  T H E O R Y     I S S U E  1     2 0 1 41 5

According to a recent Harris Interna-
tional poll, same-day bookings accounted 
for 70 percent of mobile hotel bookings in 
2013, a roughly $7.5 billion market. Howev-
er, this emerging market comes with some 
growing concerns. 

Many hoteliers worry last-minute deal 
apps are re-training loyal customers to 
stop booking early in hopes of getting a 
better deal, both tarnishing their brand 
and making it nearly impossible for them 
to forecast resources for the future.

And when it comes to these appli-
cations’ power users – the dealhunters 
– they’re probably right. However, what 
hoteliers need to keep in mind is that 
these bargain hunters are a different cat-
egory of customer altogether, and rarely 
overlap with their brand loyal base.

For nearly a decade, intermediaries like 
Priceline, Expedia, Orbitz, Travelocity, and, 
more recently, Jetsetter and Kayak have 
made it easier for dealhunters to research, 
stalk and pounce on last-minute bargains. 
While the die-hard dealhunters club has 
steadily increased its membership, they 
have yet to cannibalize the common cus-
tomer.

For hoteliers looking to leverage the 
last-minute market to reach new kinds 
of customers, as well as capture incre-
mental revenues for rooms that would’ve 
otherwise gone unused, there’s still hope 
beyond deep discounts. The key is reach-
ing the flexible traveler with, among 
other things, a sleek mobile experience.

HotelTonight, for instance, has ush-
ered in the era of hassle-free 11th-hour 
bookings with a focus on convenience, 
rather than cost-cutting. HotelTonight, 
and the similarly-structured JustBook, 
provide elegant, easy-to-use mo-
bile-booking applications that promote 
a curated selection of same-night hotel 
deals per city. The applications, which 
are light on choice but heavy on us-

ability, are successfully bringing ho-
tels new clientele looking for the best 
value-for-money, not necessarily the 
cheapest offering.

HotelTonight’s CEO, Sam Shank, told 
CNN that in addition to offering better 
rates, apps like his are also superior in 
the user experience offered to custom-
ers. “It’s only three taps and a swipe to 
book a room, and it can be done in 10 
seconds,” he notes.

With large, visual tiles and easy-to-
browse categories — like Hip, Basic 
and Solid — mobile-savvy travelers are 
rewarded for their spontaneity with a 
streamlined experience, making them 
more likely to repeat the behavior.

For those looking replicate HotelTo-
night’s success, Shank shared his app 
design secrets to an eager audience at 
the Mountain Travel Symposium. Shank 
suggests:

1. Keep your app simple and focused

Describe what you do in five words or less.

2. Focus on time-to-task completion 

We challenge you to beat three taps and a 
swipe for something as historically com-
plicated as hotel booking.

3. Limit selection

We display three options with links to 
corner cases. Don’t bury last-minute 
shoppers in a burden of choice.

- Laura Scullin

FOR HOTELIERS THE WORLD OVER, tradi-
tional loyalty programs are failing to se-
cure a following among choosy younger 
travelers, which begs the question: What 
else they can do?

The answer, according to some, may 
still lie in loyalty programs — pending 
a successful transition into the digital 
age. According to recent study by Phoe-
nix Marketing International, just one 
in four members of a hotel’s frequent 
guest program actually download the 
associated app. It’s not due to a lack of 
awareness either. Many properties have 
signage and employees evangelizing 
digital enrollment options. Instead, it’s a 
question of value.

Hoteliers must convince the older, wis-
er and perhaps more cautious Gen Xers 
that parting with personal information is 
not only safe, but worthwhile. Likewise, 
Gen Yers need to believe that racking up 
points will pay dividends. In both cases, 
securing the devotion of these travelers is 
dependent on how you answer “What’s in 
it for me?’

Today’s burgeoning sharing economy 
— which has an estimated worth of $26 
billion — has already figured out how to 
respond. Vacation rental services such as 
Airbnb, HomeAway and VRBO use com-
petitive pricing and quirkiness to make up 
for what they can’t offer in loyalty program 
amenities. In the place of a starred hotel 
that lacks personality, these sites can offer 
a property with décor — and a DVD collec-
tion — that reflects the specific tastes of the 
traveler. Faced with this kind of lifestyle 
play, how can the staid loyalty programs of 
traditional hoteliers compete?

MAKE IT EASY FOR GUESTS TO EARN PERKS

“I’m not slave to my loyalty program, 
yet the loyalty program is slave to me,” 
says Chaotic Moon EVP John Fremont, 
summing up user expectations. To Fre-
mont, priority number one is ensuring the 
experience of earning and redeeming re-
wards is seamless.

If a guest frequents the on-site fit-
ness center, for example, there should be 
a smoothie waiting when he finishes his 
workout. Hoteliers should aim to increase 
the number of opportunities, while build-
ing the infrastructure that allow custom-
ers to earn, whether at the bar or in their 
own rooms. With valued rewards and a 
simple enough way to accrue them, guests 
should do exactly what the hotel owners 
want: Stay put and spend.

Hotel apps are yet another opportu-
nity for companies to track and reward 
on-premise spending. Consider, for exam-
ple, that top chains such as Conrad and W 
hotels allow users to order room service 
through their proprietary apps. If your 
hotel offered such a service tied to a loy-
alty ID login, tracking spending would be 
a cinch.

MAKE IT EVEN EASIER FOR
GUESTS TO ENJOY PERKS

Providing more ways to rack up points 
isn’t worth much, according to Fremont, 
unless users believe they can reasonably 
cash in. “If I have to invest and think 
consciously about how I plan out my 
purchases or experiences, just to simply 
get paid back,” he said, “most likely I’m 
going to go the path of least resistance — 
I’m not going to do it.” As such, offering 
simpler, more attainable rewards such as 
free in-room Wi-Fi is more likely to in-
crease participation.

Caesars Entertainment, which owns 
the eponymous Las Vegas hotel and 
a number of casinos and properties 
throughout the world, is among the com-
panies currently transforming an exist-
ing card-based loyalty program into one 
that relies more heavily on mobile apps, 
starting with its biggest properties. 

Play by TR, the latest app from Cae-
sars, entices younger guests to pledge 
their digital allegiance by providing 
everything from personalized offers to 
booking services. The beauty of it, says 
Chaotic Moon project manager Matt 

Patterson, is the majority of features 
are available even to those who aren’t 
logged in.

“When you sit down at a restaurant, 
you see two prices on the menu and all it 
takes is asking your server to discover the 
lower price is for members,” Patterson 
says. Confronted by the price difference, 
and surrounded by signage advertising 
the Play by TR app, Caesars hopes cus-
tomers will download and enroll. 

DON’T LET THE COMPETITION OUTDO YOU

Hotels are not alone in the quest for 
customer loyalty, with booking sites also 
joining in the fun. Take Orbitz, which 
launched a rewards program in late Octo-
ber that allows users to immediately earn 
Orbucks that can be used to reduce the 
price of one’s next booking. 

The company rewards mobile users by 
offering them five percent back for hotel 
stays booked through the app, compared 
to three percent back for browser book-
ings. Flights and vacation packages earn 
one percent. Sources close to the compa-
ny, though, say the program has not lived 
up to expectations, but it may be too soon 
to say whether the new loyalty efforts will 
be successful in the long run.

As previously mentioned, businesses 
driving the sharing economy are behind 
in the loyalty game — but that may soon 
change. Although HomeAway doesn’t cur-
rently offer a rewards program, an upcom-
ing partnership with booking giant Expe-
dia could give consumers a new way to earn 
points for staying in someone’s home.

With everyone from booking sites to 
apartment-sharing services vying for cus-
tomers’ attention, hoteliers must provide 
value in ways only they can — by enhanc-
ing a patron’s stay with exclusive opportu-
nities. These might be as valuable as a free 
upgrade or as simple as a discount, but 
whatever they are, they must make users 
believe they are getting more than what 
they paid for.

Dealing with Deals
Better mobile experiences are key

to capturing the kind of last-minute
bookings hoteliers want.
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