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Executive summary
The present report is a marketing plan developed for IHG Hotels & Resorts to actively combat the weakened financial performance resulted from the covid-19 at the global scale. Based on the situational analysis, the marketing objective developed for IHG is: “to recover the RevPAR of IHG back to the pre-pandemic level by 31st December, 2022”. The realization of strategy is expected through the new 4P mix, with safer and differentiated offerings, dynamic pricing, social media promotion with original contents, and cross-border partnership to increase accessibility and local influence. The overate marketing objectives will be decomposed into the deliverable regional objectives, and monitored on a monthly and quarterly basis. Any deviations will be thoroughly investigated for the underlying reasons, and corresponding action plans will be taken to ensure the realization of the marketing objective.  
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Operating in over 100 countries, IHG Hotels & Resorts (as IHG) predominately franchises its brands and manages hotels with its asset-light model to focus on revenue generation (IHG, 2022). With the overate ambition to deliver sustainable growth by strategic management of its brand portfolio, IHG develops four strategic pillars, respectively “build loved and trusted brands”, “customer-centric in all we do”, “create a digital advantage”, “care for our people, communities and planet” (IHG, 2022) . 
Ever since the outbreak of the covid-19, the resilience of the hospitality industry has been significantly challenged (Liu et al., 2021; Ntounis et al., 2022). Along with the previous focus on offering superior guest experiences, incumbents are expected to build a more agile company to survive and grow. The current marketing plan developed for IHG in the coming future has the purpose to drive the growth through an effective marketing plan in the covid-19 context. The classic model SOSTAC (an acronym for situation, objectives, strategy, tactics, action, and control) will be leveraged here to its logical order to develop, implement and track the marketing plan. Meanwhile, the concept of SMART (an acronym for specific, measurable, actionable, relevant, and time-bound) will especially be utilized in developing marketing objectives. 
[bookmark: _Toc101729846][bookmark: _Toc101775901]2.0 Main body 
[bookmark: _Toc101729847][bookmark: _Toc101775902]2.1 Situations 
Situational analysis is the starting plan to develop a sound and effective marketing plan. This is synthesized in the following SWOT analysis matrix that considers all influential factors, from the macro level, meso level, and internal level, on the marketing development of the IHG. 

Table 1: Situational analysis through SWOT (own summary)
	Strengths 
	· A highly diversified brand portfolio: IHG has 17 hotel brands, ranging from suites, essentials, premium, and luxury & lifestyle offerings, to enable its attractiveness and secure growth opportunities across market segments (IHG, 2022) 
· The largest loyalty program: IHG has the industry’s largest loyalty program IHG Reward Club with over 100 million global members engaging in travel experiences (IHG, 2022)
· A strong global presence and reputation: the presence of IHG has spanned Africa, the Middle East, Asia, Europe, the Americas, etc.  (Hu et al., 2021)

	Weaknesses 
	· The weak operation performance: a weakened operating performance was recorded in the year 2020 and 2021 due to the headwind of covid-19, especially a decline of 48.3% in revenue was reported (IHG, 2022)
· An increase in debt: IHG has maintained a high leverage ratio all the time, and insolvency during 2021 and 2021 due to the fact that less cash flow was generated from the operating resulted in even higher leverage, affecting the operating of the IHG and limiting its ability to obtain additional financing in the future (Loyalty Lobby, 2020). 
· With the rising disposable income of people across the markers, the leisure travel sector has received increasing attention in recent years and now while businesses are mostly still remained online (Singh, Srivastava and Dixit, 2019; Susanto et al., 2021). 

	Opportunities: 
	· Strategic agreements: the entrance of various strategic agreements to continue the international expansion can help IHG hedge the regional risks (Bonfanti, Vigolo and Yfantidou, 2021) 
· Further diversification of brand portfolio: IHG has been and will continue to diversify its brand portfolios, especially in the luxury and lifestyle sector due to higher market attractiveness and higher profit margin in the sector (Huang Yin, Goh and Law, 2019). 
· Proactivity to combat covid-19: despite the shrinkage in the travel demands under the covid-19 pandemic, IHG could be active and proactive engage in various initiatives to address the traveler’s concerns of the infection and optimize the accommodation services, and use creative marketing techniques to drive the demands (Gursoy and Chi, 2020; Soehardi, 2020; Fuchs et al., 2021)
· Technological advancements: advancements in technologies in different nodes of value distribution, such as chatbots in customer interaction, social media in marketing, and big data in dynamic pricing can be actively used by IHG to optimize operational efficiency and customer experiences (Wu and Cheng, 2018; Sun et al., 2020). This is especially important as travelers are increasingly seeking the reassurance of a safe and superior branded stay during the covid-19

	Threats
	· Intense competition: IHG operates in a highly competitive market with homogenous accommodation offerings. Stiff competition comes from the global hotel chain, such as Marriott, Hilton, and also local hotel companies, and independent accommodation providers (Chang and Sokol, 2022).  
· Unforeseen circumstance: the operation of IHG can be significantly influenced by unfavorable events, such as the intense outbreak of covid-19 again in a specific region or at the global level, the new travel restrictions, etc. 


The above analysis indicates ING is at the crossroad of transformation, mainly caused by its weakened performance during the covid-19. Especially, in the hotel industry, the indicator Global RevPAR (revenue per available room) is widely used to measure profitability, as it indicates the value travelers ascribe to a given hotel. The global RevPAR of IHG in 2021 was at 70% of the pre-pandemic levels, but still not as high as IHG had expected (IHG, 2022). The financial performance ( see Figure 1), although witnessing a strong recovery from 2019 when the covid-19 several and negatively impacted its operation, has not recovered back to the pre-pandemic level (IHG, 2022).  The proactivity in refining the current marketing responses, which are directed by purely promotional offerings to drive demands, is urgently required for ING to navigate through the uncertain, unpredictable, complicated, and competitive environment while striving to generate growth. 
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Figure 1: Financial highlights (IHG, 2022)
[bookmark: _Toc101729848][bookmark: _Toc101775903]2.2 Objective
An objective defined Ogbeiwi (2017), is a statement that describes what the marketing team of IHG is hoping to achieve. The SMART principle has been widely applied to help organizations to develop objectives in a productive and effective manner. The specific dimension indicates the objective should be clearly and precisely stated; the measurable dimension indicates the objective should include a measure to enable IHG to monitor progress to know when the objective is realized; the achievable indicates the objective should be challenging but still within the scope of realization; the realistic dimension indicates the focus on outcomes rather than the means of realizing the objective; the time-bound dimension indicates there should a specific by which the outcomes much be realized (Stevens et al., 2021). Based on above situational analysis, the marketing objective developed for IHG here is set: to recover the company’ RevPAR on average to $150 during the summer holidays from June 1st to 1st September. 
The objective is specifically based on the above situational analysis and the use of RevPAR as an indicator. RevPAR growth is perceived as a good indicator of the increased value travelers ascribe to the brands of IHG in the market in which IHG operates (IHG, 2022). The objective is measurable as the RevPAR can be continuously benchmarked to the ratio level before the pandemic. The objective is achievable as STR indicates the RevPAR will return to the 2019 level by the end of 2023 due to the fact that most travel restrictions have been canceled and the travelers have to release their wanderlust retained by the covid-19 before. The pre-pandemic level of the rate, in terms of group average, is $109.65, and leisure brands to be around $130 at the pre-pandemic level, with the strong growth momentum of the leisure sector, it is expected a buoyant RevPAR in the coming holiday season. The objective is realistic and time-bound with a clear measurement and time horizon, based on the industrial analysis provided (as key comparisons in terms of RevPAR between the current level and the pre-pandemic level was performed, and the result indicates strong recovery momentum till the pre-pandemic level by 2030)(STR, 2021; Haqbin, Shojaei and Radmanesh, 2022; Travel Pulse, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc101775904]2.3 Strategy 
While many local hotel chains and independent accommodations service providers remained largely closed during the pandemic and reported numerous fixed costs, branded properties such as IHG are more able to meet demands from stays. That requires IHG to actively introduce interventions to address the possible infection concerns without ruining the customer experience, while also boosting demands from the customer side. 
On the one hand, IHG, which has been tech-oriented all the time, should accelerate tech adoption to address safety concerns. For instance, more aggressive investment in integrated platforms enabled technologies to reduce staff efforts and reduce physical touchpoints to ensure a contactless safe experience. The mobile application of IHG should be extended to implement functions such as mobile pay, keyless entry, room services, etc. At the same time, some compelling features, such as using chatbots enabled by AI to replace humans to provide 24/7 services for travelers, the voice control system, can be added to deliver services across its portfolios of brands to fully enjoy the IHG-branded properties on one platform (Lau, 2020). These self-service technologies enabled safer service delivery in a turbulent environment resulting from covid-19. The assurance program under IHG should be developed and communicated to stakeholders to assure the safety of their stays with highest standards of clean promise. 
On the other hand, besides the optimization of accommodation services, efforts in marketing should be made to stimulate travel demands. This can be enabled by enriching its current loyalty offer (60% of IHG’s revenue is driven by its loyalty program) (IHG, 2022), with dynamic pricing to promote member engagement.  At the same time, increasingly tailored marketing campaigns and promotions should be developed to help IHG to quickly act on revenue opportunities enabled by the leverage of business intelligence. The investment on digital analytics can allow IHG to identify patterns and preferences on the individual level, and thus offering personalized services to differentiate itself from the highly standard hotel offerings in the market. Also, giving the prosperity the leisure travel sector, some more marketing attention should be placed on the boosting the leisure travel demands 
[bookmark: _Toc101729850][bookmark: _Toc101775905]2.4 Tactics 
The tactics proposed for ING is demonstrated through the classic 4P model, including product, promotion, price and place. 
Product: as indicated in the strategy part, a safe customer experience should be developed based on the use of self-service technologies and clean promise. Based on which, a more personalized and tailored accommodations service, such as the highly tailored room attributes, can be developed based on business intelligence gained from massive customer behavior data. Especially in the leisure travel sector, a comprehensive leisure travelling package through partnering with local hospitality stakeholders, such as entertainments stakeholders, can be developed based on personal preferences to afford integrated leisure experiences. 
Price: dynamic pricing, enabled by the data technologies, can help IHG to rapidly respond to market demand and maximize occupancy and other revenue indicators. Dynamic pricing, based on the forecasts of customer demands and other external factors (such as regional restrictions, peak season, etc.) can adjust hotel room pricing at a real-time manner (Bandalouski et al., 2018). Especially, for IHG Rewards Club customers, the use of dynamic pricing means that IHG can change the reward points of its hotel rooms based on the cash cost and other relevant factors, thereby promoting loyal customer engagement. 
Promotion: The essence of hospitality is about experience, which requires IHG to deliver stays with high level of perceived value and differentiation in order to hold on to customers at all stages of the value chain (Michopoulou and Moisa, 2019). In order to stand out, IHG should actively leverage the social media as a marketing portal to attract the tech-savvy new travelers. In this area, startups and weblebrities can play an important role in ensuring the success of traditional businesses. It is estimated that 85% of YouTube travel videos are produced by individuals, rather than created by brands or agencies (Anaya, Wang and Lehto, 2022). Collaborating with the influencers across social media platforms to co-create and deliver the original contents can realize wide network effect of IHG. 
Place: In order to stand out by providing differentiated value, many hotel operators has chosen to engage in vertical integration to provide one-stop integrated and seamless hotel services. In general, IHG can collaborate with travel intermediaries, such as online travel agencies and online booking agencies, to integrate IHG’s own distribution channels with the general distribution channels by third parties to increase its accessibility. Especially, IHG can collaborate with local business stakeholders to increase its local influence and attractiveness. For instance, French platform Evaneous and China's Ctrip are good examples of cross border integration and collaboration (Yoong and Lian, 2019). IHG should also increase its online presence through integrating with domestic travel agency or online booking agency across markets to promote its overall accessibility. 
[bookmark: _Toc101775906]2.5 Actions
As the above marketing objective is a global-level measures, the indicator should be decomposed into the regional indicator, national-level or even city level indicator based on variables such as the local restrictions on the pandemic, the pre-pandemic contribution of the RevPAR, the type of hotels or resorts (as resorts generate higher RevPAR and reports will be preferred in leisure travel), etc. With the objectives being broken down and communicated to the local management team, IHG should also integrate the marketing team with the business intelligence team to enhance its digital analytical capabilities and actively leverage the insights hidden in the data to develop new offerings. The marketing team should investigate the local hospitality marketing to reach out the potential domestic travel platforms to realize some strategic partnership with an aim to increase its online presence and generate localized marketing contents. The marketing team should also initiate an investigation on the features and popularity of the local social media platforms used by travelers to gain travel information, and manage to collaborate with content creators and influencers to co-create and deliver original contents to attract new customers. At the same time, direct marketing and within-the-app notification should be actively used to delivery new offerings to the loyal customers of IHG.
[bookmark: _Toc101775907]2.6 Controls
The marketing team and business intelligence team of IHG should set up KPIs of different levels based on above tactic that tie back into the objective determined in the beginning. A weekly, monthly and quarterly monitoring dashboard and meeting should be held to ensure the close track of the objectives. Actional plans should be developed regarding any deviations of the actual marketing effectiveness from the pre-determined objective. At the same time, actively collect primary feedback of customers from multiple sources, especial questionnaires, online reviews, etc. to gain the insights from the customer perspective. At the same time, regarding the current uncertainty and complexity of the business environment where IHG is operating, a contingency plan based on the detailed scenario analysis, that relates to different principal risks (such as macro external factors, safety and security, etc.) should be developed to comprehensively analyze and assess any possible risks. 
[bookmark: _Toc101729853][bookmark: _Toc101775908]3.0 Recommendations 
Traditional service providers should adjust appropriately to meet the challenges: first, demand growth is slowing, competition for consumers will become fiercer, and providers must consider how to introduce differentiated products of a certain quality for price-sensitive consumers. Second, consumer preferences are shifting to digital and virtual experiences, prompting the industry to transform its business and operating models. The key drivers of this transformation are investment in advanced commerce analytics, development of differentiated digital experiences, and the resulting set of internal and external changes, including closer relationships with end consumers, organizational transformation, and renegotiation of agreements with intermediaries.
[bookmark: _Toc101729854][bookmark: _Toc101775909]4.0 Conclusions 
The present report is a marketing plan delivered to IHG with an objective to promote its RevPAR to the pre-pandemic level. It highlights that alongside a focus on offering a safer customer experienced enabled by self-service technologies and clean promise, IHG should place more attention on product differentiation and forward growth momentum of the leisure travel market to transform its current challenges into opportunities by establishing proactivity. Thereby, a detailed and effective marketing plan is developed to help IHG to realize the above marketing objective. The role of digital analytics plays a highly essential role in the pre-, during- and post-implementation of digital plans, and thereby the enhancement of digital analytics abilities should be prioritized by IHG.
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Figure X, IHG’s brand portfolio (IHG, 2022)
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Figure X: IHG’s business model (IHG, 2022)
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