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	The sales and service management philosophy reported here is sound, sensible, and easy to remember. Put it into practice, and you are sure to satisfy your clients and inspire top performance from your staff.

	


Working in a glamour hotel in an exciting city means only one thing: You have to work smart and sell hard to keep and extend your competitive edge.

The Hyatt on Union Square is one of San Francisco’s top hotels. Standing on its brick esplanade beside the much-photographed Ruth Ozawa bronze fountain, it’s an easy chip shot to some of America’s finest stores—and to some of Hyatt’s fiercest competitors for every room and banquet sale!

Stephen Denison, Director of Catering and Convention Services, says, “In a city full of fine hotels with labor costs so high you can’t sell a breakfast for $10 and break even, every sale, every client, every event is too important not to give it your best shot.”

Best shots call for a consistent, disciplined approach to selling. Here are the seven steps Mr. Denison follows, and his reasoning behind them:

1. Know what business you’re in. Be realistic! Visualize who you want walking through your lobby door and build your sales program accordingly. Every sales and marketing program is designed around a target market, and you need to focus on that market. Otherwise, you waste effort and lose money. In this hotel, with minimum singles going at $145 a night [Remember, this is a 1984 price!], the typical guest and corporate client is a person who wants quality accommodations, quality food and beverage service, high degrees of personal attention, and has the budget to pay for it. If that isn’t the person sitting across your desk, then you may be better off referring the business elsewhere. 

2. Determine your market’s real needs. Offer them what they want, but charge accordingly, and never try to sell them what they don’t want. One of my most important learning experiences had to do with listening. Once you’ve qualified the client (Step 1), really listen. Clients will tell you what their expectations are, then you sell to those expectations. The only way you can move from a $30 dinner to a $35 dinner is to identify the expectations they will be willing to pay for. But, if $30 is their limit, and if that’s for real, then don’t try to take them up. Instead, listen for what you can substitute in the $30 package and still meet their needs. 

3. Find out who the real client is. Every convention planner has a client, a person, or a small group that needs to be taken care of in a special way. Emphasize what you can do to make the event special for the real client, and deliver! Then, the convention planner will be back with repeat business. We arranged for one group of VIPs to receive their room keys and Hyatt Passports on the charter flight bringing them to San Francisco. We put them on coaches at the airport, had hostesses pouring champagne for them on the ride to the hotel, and whisked them through the lobby to their rooms where more goodies were waiting. Obviously, such service is not inexpensive, but it makes a powerful impact. That was outside the curve, but creative catering and service people can think of hundreds of small and inexpensive ways to make people feel important and nurtured. Then they come back and expect the same level of service, and are willing to pay for it. 

4. Use your talented staff to help you sell. Team selling is very effective, and if you can involve the chef, front office manager, maitre d’, hotel, or some other member of the service staff, it increases the client’s confidence that the event being planned will be handled in a sharp, professional manner. Some meeting planners like to be able to say, “I met with the executive chef, and this is going to be a fantastic dinner,” so one of the things I do is take clients through the kitchen when the chef has a crew preparing for a party. Then I can introduce the chef and let him tell his story, giving him a chance to hook the client with the effort being expended for a similar event. 

5. Know your product, know your competitors. Be technically smart, and don’t lie to clients. Know the property so well you can answer any conceivable question. Know the kitchen’s capacity and the staff’s limitations so you can deliver what you sell. Know your competitors, what they sell, how they price, and how hard they’re hustling. We maintain a list of every activity in every meeting room every day in every one of our major competitor hotels. We don’t want to find any of our clients being lured away. How do we know? We send people to find out, and our competitors do the same. Usually we spot them, because their questions are too specific for the average meeting planner—but its information we all have to have. 

6. Make a decision on every piece of business. Is it right for your property? Will the group blend with your other guests? What can you do to make that piece of business better? You need to be able to defend every piece of business you put into the book. If there isn’t a compelling reason to book it, you can make some huge mistakes. Likewise, don’t sacrifice profit on a block of rooms only to have a full house and an empty dining room. People who want cut-rate prices for rooms won’t spend top dollar for dinner in your outlets—they’ll head straight for Fisherman’s Wharf to find an inexpensive meal. Then you’ve put your staff through its paces and will barely break even. Also, there’s the issue of incompatible groups milling about your lobby, when no one will be happy. You don’t book a medical certification seminar next to a slam/bang sales seminar. 

7. It’s hard to hit a moving target. Some sales managers are notoriously mobile. Be as skillful with long-range business as you are with the more immediate bookings. It’s a small world, and bad business can come back to haunt you. People in our business know exactly what this means, and all of us have been burned by some of these escape artists. It catches up with them eventually, but it’s a dirty trick all the same. 

Summing up, Mr. Denison says it’s necessary to stay on top of things when you get guests into the house to prevent service failures that will disappoint you and your guests. To govern that oversight process, he has another set of seven steps to successful service management.
1. Concentrate on the guests, on the back-of-the-house mechanics. Focus on what the guests will get and what they will see, and the other issues will take care of themselves. 

2. Bet on your people, not on products, because no product can overcome the stain of poor service. But outstanding service can occasionally overcome a product that isn’t as good as it should be. 
3. Always play “what if,” because most of the things that go sour could have been prevented if someone had been thinking ahead. Planning ahead in enough detail prevents service failures. 

4. Remember the 80/20 rule, because 20% of your people, 20% of your equipment, and 20% of your customers cause 80% of your problems. Identify them and manage them! 

5. A professional gets the job done—and with a minimum of last-minute panic. That means that a professional plans the work and makes the plan work. 

6. The boss must set the example—in all things, in all ways, at all times. That means the boss should always be the boss, and behave with the decorum the title deserves. 

7. Be straight with your people, and tell them when you’re not happy with their performance, and why. Don’t sandbag them with surprise anger, and be sure you praise them when their work is good. 

Is there something magic about seven steps for selling and seven steps for service management? Not really. But Mr. Denison says that breaking jobs into seven parts creates enough detail that important issues aren’t overlooked. And when asked for final recommendations, he replied:

Never forget to thank your staff when they’ve done a good job. And if they don’t report to you, make doubly sure you thank them and make sure they know you’ve told their boss as well. That way, they’ll keep improving. That makes the hotel look good and, eventually, sharp staff performance shows up on the bottom line.



Dr. Sears is the author of the five management skills books in the Front Line Guide series released early in 2007 by HRD Press. You can find them described on his website at http://woodysears.googlepages.com/. He appreciates the permission of the Hotel Sales and Marketing Association International Marketing Review, now celebrating its 25th year, to reprint this timeless article.
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