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Hello! I’m Dan Bishop, an MBA student and Director of Ministry Development in The Methodist Church. The organisation we are exploring is The Venues Collection, a chain of five conference, meeting and hotel venues set mostly in the Midlands (Oxford, Northampton, Milton Keynes, Stafford and Nottingham), with the biggest venues offering 338 bedrooms, and 70 conference and meeting rooms. (The Venues Collection, 2024a). We are examining The Venue Collection’s innovative approach to Corporate Social Responsibility (hereafter CSR) marketing. Sheikh defines CSR as: “[an] organization’s ability to operate ethically over the long term in a sustainable way or otherwise give back to the community through financial and non-financial (including social and environmental) means” (Sheikh, 2019, p. 89). The Venue Collection’s approach is innovative as it aims at a form of demographic segmentation, marketing itself especially at faith organisations: on the ‘events of faith’ sections of its hotels’ websites, it really emphasises its CSR strategy and credentials – its social purpose – in an attempt to gain faith organisations’ business. (The Venues Collection, 2024b). 
A SWOT analysis is extremely helpful for assessing the challenges and opportunities for The Venues Collection in its attempts to use CSR to attract faith organisations. There are two clear strengths. First, a clear strategy, the ‘Future First Charter’. Kasturi Rangan et al point to the need to develop coherent CSR strategies aligned to a business’s overall aims (Rangan, et al., 2015). The Venue Collection’s ‘Future First Charter’ with its people pledge, food focus and enriching environment approach aligns with company values. (The Venues Collection, 2024c). The second strength is, the multiple certifications such as ‘Green Tourism’ accreditation, marketed explicitly to faith organisations (The Venues Collection, 2024b). 
A key opportunity for The Venues Collection in its use of CSR to appeal to faith organisations, is scope for more focused marketing for sub-groups within this demographic. A study of 13884 observations (with 5.2% of these coming from the UK) argues that in hotel marketing “religions are a factor worth considering” (Rodriguez-Dominguez & Gallego-Alvarez, 2022, p. 517) but, like other studies they note that religious attitudes to CSR are not homogenous: whilst religiously inclined individuals have a greater orientation to CSR different CSR issues appeal differently to different faith groups (Brammer, et al., 2007). So there is the opportunity for The Venues Collection to target their marketing much more sharply. 
However, there are a number of weaknesses in, and threats to, The Venue Collection’s approach. First, despite the company’s accreditations, there is some ‘greenwashing’. There is not always ethical sourcing of food and drink, such as the use of Nestlé decaffeinated coffee. As Kotler et al point out, there is a long-running boycott of Nestlé because of its approach to promotion of its baby milk and a boycott of Nestlé is a live issue in a number of religious organisations such as The Methodist Church (Kotler, et al., 2019). Some hotels have Costa franchises. Both the Ethical Consumer and The Good Shopping Guide rank Costa the lowest of the big coffee companies, noting it as a company to avoid because it’s lobbied against the disposable cup surcharge (Turner, 2022)(The Good Shopping Guide, 2024). The use of Costa franchises in some of the organisation’s hotels directly contradicts The Venue Collection’s stated aim of zero waste; this, and the use of Nestlé, plays badly with faith organisations who regard ethical sourcing as important. A second weakness relates to one of the 7Ps of the marketing mix: ‘promotion’ on social media. Sheikh points out that: “in today’s highly connected world of savvy online consumers, organizations should… leverage… social media” (Sheikh, 2019, p. 89). The Venues Collection has just 201 followers and has made 500 posts in six years on the social media platform, X (formerly Twitter). (The Venues Collection, 2024d). On Facebook, posts are regular and many relate to CSR – but it has only 308 followers (The Venues Collection, 2024e). More could be done to build the company’s reputation for CSR and connect with some of the faith communities it hopes to attract. 
There are threats to The Venues Collection attracting faith organisations through CSR. Porter’s Five Forces helps identify these. For example, a number of competitive rivals aim to appeal to this demographic, such as High Leigh Conference Centre, owned by The Christian Conference Trust, which has 100% renewable energy and uses Lunch Box Coffee which buys a school meal for a child in an LEDC with every coffee bought. Customer power is relevant, and linked. Porter notes price sensitivity, a willingness to go elsewhere and informed buyers. Faith organisations often have all of these. Indeed, a number of our delegates at a conference pointed out the use of Nestlé coffee. The Venues Collection must differentiate itself in its approach to CSR within this market and get small details right for the demographic.
How can The Venues Collection respond to these opportunities and challenges? Its first strength was a clear CSR strategy; the current strategy runs until the end of 2024. One option is to develop a new five-year strategy. An advantage is that CSR is vital to a company’s broad strategy (Kotler, et al., 2019) (Rangan, et al., 2015). One study, with 142 companies found 94% agreed that a company’s standing improves (Rangan, et al., 2015). However, a disadvantage of renewing the CSR strategy is that the business impacts are less clear, with the same study demonstrating that 32% found increased revenue and decreased costs whilst 35% actually found CSR strategies increased costs (Rangan, et al., 2015). Nonetheless, given the centrality of CSR to The Venue Collection’s marketing approaches, it seems obvious that the CSR strategy should be renewed. 
A second strength is The Venue Collection’s accreditations. They should renew these, but another approach might be to add more third-party accreditations. A rival, The Wesley Hotel in Euston, has Living Wage accreditation and Investors in People Gold Award, which The Venues Collection doesn’t have (The Wesley Euston, 2024). Advantages would be that these awards would link closely with the first strand of their strategy (People Pledge), they would bolster their reputation through independent accreditation (Sheikh, 2019) and align actual practice more closely to strategy through fulfilling the criteria for each award. However, a disadvantage is cost, in terms of paying for accreditation, increasing costs to the business in order to fulfil obligations for awards (such as the living wage or other environmental measures).
The key opportunity identified was sharper marketing to different faith groups. Brammer et al show that almost all faith groups have a broader conception of CSR than non-religious people, (Brammer, et al., 2007) although a more recent study from Rodriguez-Dominguez and Gallego-Alvarez shows a more complex picture, with Judaism, Christianity and Buddhism having a positive relationship with CSR, with Islam, Hinduism and folk religions’ relationships more ambiguous (Rodriguez-Dominguez & Gallego-Alvarez, 2022). Thus, there are disadvantages to ‘over-segmentation’ because of this mixed evidence. A more advantageous approach is for The Venues Collection to align its strategy with its existing biggest customers to keep business and explore marketing for new segments by showing how its strategies align with their specific interests.
Challenges for The Venues Collection relate to weaknesses and threats. Its first weakness was greenwashing. The Venues Collection could use entirely fairtrade coffee and review the Costa franchises when they come to an end, swapping to a more ethical company. An advantage of this is to please the faith demographic, for whom the use of fairtrade goods is often assumed, without annoying other demographics (Dawson, 2019); however, there are likely to be marginally negative cost implications to this as fairtrade decaffeinated coffee costs around a fifth more on, for example, Amazon. 
The second weakness relates to social media, the use of which is limited. Advantages of addressing this are clear: effective CSR marketing showcases a company’s actions to large audiences (Sheikh, 2019). It builds brand image as Morteza Akbari et al point out, which in turn leads to intention to re-visit (Akbari, et al., 2020). However, there are disadvantages to greater social media presence such as negative publicity and reviews if not done well (Sheikh, 2019). In addition, social media marketing is a skilled job; The Venues Collection would need to upskill existing staff or appoint new staff, leading to increased costs. (RS Seo Solution, 2023).
There were two threats: rivals and consumer power. In terms of the 7Ps marketing mix, place is important – its venues are centrally located, accessible by public transport (important for national religious organisations committed to net zero) – and pricing is vital, potentially aiming at the economy/penetration segments. There are also clear advantages to a specific brand-image within a crowded market. Additionally, to keep customers returning to the hotels across the chain, well-framed marketing messages should be used: this is advantageous because messages that are ‘gain-framed’ (such as ‘A  re-usable coffee cup in your hand = 1000 not in landfill’) rather than ‘loss-framed’ messages (for example, ‘Please stop using coffee cups as we all have to pay for the negative effects on the environment’) engender hope in customers and have a positive effect on their attitude towards a company (Staldthammer, et al., 2022). There are no real disadvantages to any of these approaches as costs are low and high-quality service should be a key part of a company’s approach anyway. 
The Venue Collection’s approach to CSR clearly has wider implications for the hospitality industry. At a basic level they have a clearly defined, well-publicised CSR strategy. Philip Kotler at al quote Lubin and Esty, that CSR “will profoundly affect companies’ competitiveness and even their survival” (Kotler, et al., 2019, p. 630), thus they emphasise the need to define a company’s broad social appeal. The Venues Collection have done this and their practice is highly transferable. Secondly, the innovative and explicit attempt to use CSR to appeal to a faith demographic is potentially fruitful as research demonstrates that CSR is an important consideration: again, competitors might learn from this to reach a demographic where there is a tradition of large-scale conferences, retreats and gatherings, and thus a considerable number of potential bookings. However, within their innovative approach to CSR, there are obvious areas for development which also have broader application: to the hospitality industry: first, when appealing to a well-informed demographic, it is vital to ensure that practice aligns with values, to avoid greenwashing and using unethical suppliers: this could lead to customers taking their business elsewhere. Second, although The Venue Collection’s underlying approach to CSR marketing is innovative, social media could be leveraged more effectively to develop brand trust and lead to the practical impact of revisiting (Akbari, et al., 2020). CSR is an area that will continue to burgeon for the hospitality industry; The Venue Collection’s innovative approach to CSR marketing and segmentation demonstrates lessons – both positive and negative – for the wider industry. 
Thank you for listening.  
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