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Normal now iIs not what normal was

While the New Zealand economy doesn’t look
good, compared to the rest of the world we
aren’t doing too badly. And, says economist
Stephen Toplis, if you can survive this, you can
survive anything. By RUTH LE PLA.

ESPITE the many gloomy stories in the New Zealand media,
there’s room for optimism about our economy as a whole, and
the hotel industry in particular.
That’s the news from BNZ head of research Stephen Toplis.
But he tempers it with a warning that we need to be ‘realistic’ about
what to expect in the future.

Toplis told the 250 attendees at the NZ Hotel Industry Conference in
May that our economy "‘in an absolute sense" looks "awful". But when
compared to the rest of the world it’s *'not so bad."

“If New Zealand looks ‘soggy’, just think about the rest of the
world.”

Toplis says that in the past couple of months in the United States for
example, 47 percent of all house sales were mortgagee sales.

Here in New Zealand, in macro-economic terms, the worst may be
over, he says. But unemployment is only just starting to rise and it will
continue to climb "substantially* over the next 12 months.

“Economists,” he predicts, “will start talking about a recovery way
before people start to see it.”

For the New Zealand tourism sector it’s a very ugly picture, he says.
“Even in 1981/82 and 1991/92 it wasn’t as bad as it is now. But the good
news is that if you can survive this, you can survive anything.”

He urges tourism operators to reframe their thinking about the local
economy.

New Zealand’s economy is fundamentally good, he advises. Our mon-
etary policy remains orthodox. We have fiscal possibilities ""aplenty**and
a sound banking system.

""But we need to rethink. Normal now is not what normal was."

We must get used to annual growth rates of 2 percent to 2.5 percent
[in GDP] as the ""'new normal* for New Zealand, he says.

Some 250 delegates attended the 2009 NZ Hotel Industry
Conference held at SKYCITY Convention Centre.

Right round the world, we must rethink our expectations for the lon-
ger term. “Don’t kid yourselves that the world in the next 10 years will
be the same as it was in the past 10 years,” he says. “The pace of growth
just won’t be the same.”

Earl Hagaman wins inaugural award

Despite the ups and downs the company is
now a chain of 18 properties stretching from
Paihia to Queenstown with up to 800 people
on the staff in the high tourist season.

ARL Hagaman, co-owner of the Scenic

Hotel Group (formally Scenic Circle

Hotels), was named as the inaugural

winner of the New Zealand Hotel
Industry Achievement Award at the NZ Hotel
Industry Conference dinner in May.

The award recognises Hagaman’s contribu-
tion both to the industry and the wider com-
munity.

The award was presented at the conference
by New Zealand Hotel Council chairperson,
Jennie Langley, who says Earl Hagaman epito-
mises everything the new award stands for.

“The award gives us the opportunity to
recognise somebody who has not only made
an outstanding contribution to our hotel indus-
try but has also played a positive role in the
wider community.

“In the last 29 years Earl has founded and
developed what is today New Zealand’s only
100 percent owned and operated chain of
hotels and has thrown his energy and enthusi-
asm behind many community activities particu-
larly in the South Island.”

The action plan

The one day conference
concluded with a six-point action
plan for the hotel industry. This
was based on feedback from
conference delegates.

1. Retain good staff and maintain
service levels.

2. Hold and / or lift ADRs.

3. Ensure short-term viability and
sustainability.

4. Increase international marketing:
including into emerging markets.

5. Lift sales and marketing into the
Australian market.

6. Maintain product quality.
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Seizing the
opportunities

The Prime Minister has a big vision for tour-
ism. This vision includes a contestable fund
for good ideas; making the most of the Rugby
World Cup and positioning New Zealand as a
higher-value destination. By RUTH LE PLA

RIME Minister, and Minister of Tourism, John Key outlined his
vision for tourism at the New Zealand Hotel Industry Conference
held in Auckland in May, saying the country has much to gain if
the tourism sector can keep lifting its game.

Key’s vision is founded on making the most of our competitive
advantages and seizing the opportunities they provide.

His thinking follows five main strands. First, he aims to firmly position
New Zealand as a higher-value destination.

“To do this, we need to improve the quality of the products and
experiences we offer, and we need to develop new products that attract
higher-value visitors,” he says.

“When wealthier tourists decide where to spend their holiday, they
make a choice that is based less on price, and more on quality. So we
need to become more conscious of the expectations higher-value tour-
ists have for the products and experiences we offer.

“We must also live up to our environmental responsibilities.”

As part of such thinking, Key announced at the conference that the
Budget will allocate $50 million over three years for the New Zealand
Cycleway Project.

The second part of Key’s vision centres around ways in which New
Zealand can respond to a changing world.

“We need to ensure our marketing efforts are focused on the right
countries,” he says. “That means the markets that have traditionally
generated many of our visitors, such as Australia and the United King-
dom. But it also means developing newer markets with a growing num-
ber of wealthy tourists, such as China.”

New Zealand also needs to boost the amount of money it spends
promoting itself.

Key points out that tourism marketing hasn’t had a funding increase
for about eight years.

“Don’t get the wrong message here. There won’t be a big boost in
this year’s Budget. But | do expect that over the next few years the Gov-

ernment will put more into the pot.”

Key’s third initiative is to get the tourism sector working better
together. He says he is keen to explore ways in which government can
work more closely with businesses and regional tourism organisations.

“One idea that came out of the Job Summit was a tourism fund to
provide contestable funding for good ideas in the sector,” he says. “It
could work like this. We put in a certain amount of money. Then RTOs,
businesses, and other tourism bodies can contest that money if they put
in some of their own.”

Key’s fourth initiative revolves around improving the environment for
business. This comprises a series of reforms, regulation reviews and the
launch of the Small Business Relief Package. It will also look at ways to
cut red tape at our national borders.

Finally, Key says we must make the most of opportunities from host-
ing the Rugby World Cup 2011.

“Every single person in the tourism industry needs to realise that it
may be some time until we get another opportunity as big as the World
Cup.

“We need to remember that a large proportion of the people who
travel to New Zealand for the World Cup won’t just come for the rugby.
They will come for the festival atmosphere associated with the rugby
—the wine and the food, the unique cultural experiences and our world-
famous hospitality.

“We must make sure they get what they are looking for — and
more.”

Tomorrow’s hoteliers

What does the industry want from the new generation of hoteliers?

debate on the need to develop a
new skill set for tomorrow’s hote-
liers revealed a series of underlying
issues.

Speakers shared concerns around the un-
realistic career expectations of Gen Y new
entrants to the hotel industry. As one person
comments: “They assume they can do a three-
year course and walk into a general manager’s
role.”

There was also much questioning around
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the ability of training institutions to keep up
with the fast pace of change in the industry
and to be able to reflect that in their course
material.

Others argued that most courses contained
a strong element of work experience which
should ready students for the workforce and
give them realistic expectations.

Another speaker said courses do not en-
compass a series of very vital attributes for
working in the hotel industry. These include
resilience, tenacity, the ability to anticipate and
forecast events, and a belief and faith in them-
selves and others.

“We don’t give newcomers a clear indica-
tion of how to transition in their careers.”

Others pointed out that the hotel industry

could look more at employing older people into
the sector. “Many of these people have a pas-
sion for their work.”

There are also opportunities to tap into the
wave of ‘high-quality Kiwis’ who are coming
back to this country looking for employment.

New Zealand Hotel Council chair, Jennie
Langley chaired the session. Panelists were;
Janet McBain, regional general manager, New
Zealand, Mirvac Hotels and Resorts; Graeme
Ham, director of HR, Accor Hospitality — New
Zealand and South Pacific; Bill McCallum, man-
aging director, Pacific International Hotel Man-
agement School; and Hayden Porter, general
manager of hotels, Galway Tourism Investment
Group / Melview Developments.



Giving guests
what they want

It's not necessarily a lower price that your
guests are looking for.

And they don’t necessarily want a lower price. That’s the mes-
sage from John Berenyi, managing director of Melbourne-based
Bergent Research.

Berenyi says hotels can generate sales and improve their brand image
by truly understanding what motivates their guests.

“Guests say they want everything,” he says. “But if you give them
everything it’ll cost you a fortune for no return.”

According to Berenyi, most guest satisfaction surveys don’t ask the
right people for their opinions. The problem is further compounded by
‘the wrong people’ selecting to fill out hotel survey forms.

Berenyi believes surveys often draw a disproportionate number of re-
sponses from three groups of people: guests who have a real problem
— and are therefore highly motivated to complain to the hotel — the chil-
dren of guests, and ‘survey junkies’.

Feedback can be antagonistic, too. “These are the sorts of comments
we get, says Berenyi. “’"Why should | help them with their ISO accredita-
tion?’, ‘They should pay me for my opinion’, and ‘They haven’t helped
me, why should | help them?’

“Even if people fill them in, most guest satisfaction surveys can’t work
because they are designed to answer key operational performance indi-
cators (KPIs) and not to uncover what guests really want.”

Surveys, says Berenyi, often ask the wrong questions.

He cites a real-life example from a hotel questionnaire which gave a
yes/no tick box option for answering the three-part question: ‘Did our em-

T HE key to improving sales is giving guests what they really want.
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ployees take care of you in a friendly, efficient and responsive manner?’

Another hotel had four different forms for guests to fill in. Confus-
ingly, the forms were laid out to different designs. Annoyingly, some re-
peated questions already asked in other surveys.

Yet another hotel appeared so keen to garner good feedback that its
language had lost any trace of objectivity. “Luxuriating in an ensemble of
facilities we went out of our way to enliven your well-being,” it started
one section of its questionnaire. “Share your experience.”

Berenyi asserts that hotels wanting honest feedback from guests,
must ask the right questions, in the right way, at the right time.

“Give guests the freedom to tell you what they really want to say,” he
says. “Give them the courtesy and respect they deserve. Reimburse them
for their effort: especially higher end guests. Make them feel important.
Don’t give them yet another bloody form.

“Needs and tastes change: so you need to test the market regularly,”
he says. “Don’t spend too much money but get it done professionally.”

Ultimately, he says, hotels must give guests what they really want and
differentiate themselves from their competitors.
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