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    It is a fundamental aspect of the customer experience to provide exceptional customer care. The hospitality industry is a competitive one, with many established brands. These organisations understand that they must continue to employ innovation to improve the customer experience. This requires individual organisations to constantly seek ways in which they can stand out against their competitors, entice new customers and ensure brand loyalty from existing customers.
    Marriott International is not exempt from this. They started small, but have since enjoyed exponential growth globally, and yet are still aware of the need to constantly build upon the customer service that they provide.
    This report will outline how their strategic direction can be enhanced to achieve a better overall customer experience. It will explore how the frameworks created by expert strategists can be used for inspiration when striving for innovation. It will also conclude with a more detailed background of the Marriott brand to illustrate the progression of the company, and where it could direct its attention moving forward. 
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There are four main objectives within this report and they are:
· To investigate the changes to customer care that Marriott International implemented as a response to the Covid-19 pandemic.

· To explore how Marriott International strives to exceed customer expectations at all stages of the customer journey, and how this could be enhanced.

· To identify how Marriott International can reshape customer profiles to better serve guests.

· To highlight how frequently asked questions pages and internet searches are a key element to develop in the quest to provide innovative and personalised customer care.
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    It is undeniable that the Covid-19 pandemic had an unprecedented impact globally. Widespread lockdown measures and heavy restrictions on travel resulted in hospitality organisations having to quickly and dramatically reassess their strategic direction in order to survive.
    Marriott International as a global enterprise decided to take an approach whereby they assessed markets individually, as they differ greatly depending on their geographical location (Roe, 2020). They focused on their customers and used the means available to communicate regularly. This was to acquire the observations and assessments of their consumers (Roe, 2020). With Marriott International’s entire mission revolving around customer experience, it is no surprise that they took this approach when seeking to protect their organisation. They have always understood that they must hear from and really know their customers in order to cater to them appropriately. 
    Once the world began to move out of the strict restrictions that the Covid-19 pandemic brought, Marriott International acted quickly. They created one centralised customer experience and design team so that all parts of the customer journey, from pre-booking through to post-stay aftercare, could be monitored, improved upon and perfected (Roe, 2020).
    The customer experience and design team realised that one of the driving considerations that needed focus was getting back to the basics of customer service. This is particularly interesting when considering the argument for a more personalised service for each and every consumer (Agarwal, 2020). The two approaches operate in a parallel manner, as the basics of customer service are to tailor the experience in an individual way that makes the customer feel special (Agarwal, 2020). This is seen as innovative, and it is, however, it is also a nod to past measures that have perhaps not been maintained consistently.
    Marriott International utilised different communication formats to achieve this, namely through their POV by Marriott Bonvoy community (Roe, 2020). This concept was to target existing members of their loyalty scheme by opening a dialogue centred on what the consumer was thinking and feeling, and how Marriott International could use this information to improve their service. Additionally, it added an enticement for prospective customers. It showed that the organisation listen to and care about their customers; always striving to meet their needs and exceed expectations.

    Marriott International took advantage of the available analytics through their customer experience team by scrutinising surveys and feedback as they understood the importance of this when seeking honesty and opportunities to improve (Roe, 2020). They used extensive research practices, polls and testing methods to see how their brand was perceived, how and where this may have changed and what that would mean when making future strategic decisions (Roe, 2020).This research enabled them to understand more about what their customers wanted and needed.

    They discovered that they should adapt the hotel stay concept. It no longer had to mean an overnight stay. They had a huge customer base that were seeking to realise different objectives. They brought in a day pass where a room could be used for certain parts of the day, a stay pass where check-in and out times could be adjusted, and a play pass where multiple needs could be met. For example, a customer travelling on business who seeks to bring their family, will need leisure facilities that operate in sync with business facilities (Roe, 2020). This overhaul of the standard overnight stay concept has proven that Marriott International is one of the industry’s leaders when it comes to innovative practices and organisational sustainability.

    It is worth noting how utilising existing frameworks when considering the strategic direction of the organisation is so important. The three-horizons framework which encourages organisations to think of the activity that they implement from the perspective of horizons that are dictated to by time (Whittington, 2019) is relevant when considering how Marriott International reacted to the Covid-19 pandemic. They understood how the direction of their overall strategy was realised as time progressed. Adapting their stay options to operate outside of the traditional overnight stay may have been put into practice irrelevant of the pandemic, and yet, it was the progression of time during that period that brought it to implementation at that point. This framework encourages a focus on the long-term from the perspective of looking ahead rather than remaining preoccupied with how things currently stand. A successful organisation will think strategically at all times, analyse constantly how processes can be adapted, and then communicate clearly so the strategy can be established.

    Whilst these new concepts have proven successful, there are options to further extend the offerings. I would seek to include a dual property stay where a customer could begin the day in one property and end it in another. If a guest is spending the day working, perhaps they would benefit from a quieter property with less leisure facilities. This could be a Delta by Marriott, where the focus is on the business guest, optimum technology, modern facilities and minimal interruptions. However, perhaps in the evening they wish to take advantage of their down time and explore the local area. They could then move to another more centralised property with easy access to local attractions. Conversely, they may require a property that is more luxury in nature, such as a JW Marriott, with additional leisure facilities that would allow them to unwind and relax before another day of business. This suggestion shows that there is never an end point, there is always opportunity to expand (Lynch, 2021).
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    There are multiple stages to the customer journey. The start is much earlier than check-in. The journey begins with researching options and deciding on a hotel property. It is because of this that it is so important to capture the attention of the customer at the earliest opportunity.

    At this initial stage, the capture itself is primarily technologically based. Consumers utilise online searches, comparisons and reviews before making a decision on where to stay. Using data and analytics to understand the available digital options is a vital practice that organisations need to be adopting (Bughin, 2019). Marriott International is one of the leading organisations in its market, and to remain in this position, a focus on digital elements is crucial. We are truly in a digital age where everybody wants to go mobile and have ease of access online (Baker, 2013).

    Marriott International ensures that their digital channels are user-friendly, and easy to navigate. This feeds into the concept of a white-glove service as it will enhance the trust that the consumer feels (Agarwal, 2020). If the customer can easily find the information that they seek, they will trust that the other needs of their journey will be met with similar ease. If achieved, it is likely that the customer will return to the same organisation or brand in the future. As digital capabilities have progressed, the associated financial costs of delivering such a service have lowered, and therefore the benefit exceeds the fee (Agarwal, 2020). This coupled with the advantages for the customer make it a fundamental part of the strategic planning process.

    This approach is the omnichannel experience (Amar, 2020), which means that the channels utilised by the customer are interlinked to work together in unison. This is crucial for the customer experience as it is now established as an expectation (Amar, 2020). The website for Marriott International expresses its focus to deliver across channels. It is easy to navigate and provides quick links to the rewards scheme, the associated app, and a breakdown of all the brands within the organisation. Every customer is considered and the aim is to make it quick and easy to find exactly what you are looking for, direct from the source. This technology serves to assist the human agent at the point that they do make contact with the customer. It is easy to understand how important this early stage of the customer journey is when considered in relation to the benefit it gives staff members when they embark upon serving the guest (Amar, 2020).

    The next stage of the customer journey is their arrival. Marriott International adopt a fifteen, ten, five rule here. At a distance of fifteen feet the associate should acknowledge the guest through eye contact and a smile. At ten feet the customer should be addressed verbally with the appropriate greeting. At five feet the associate should begin interacting with the customer to serve in the required way. These assumptions of service are deep rooted in the consumer, and it is of the utmost importance to ensure they are delivered. Otherwise the customer will already have negative impressions that will be difficult to overcome (Fagyas, 2023). However, in recent years this strict approach to customer service has somewhat dwindled as the white-glove service became less prominent, and speed took over as the main focus. As it is once again appreciated how important this service standard is, it is time to reestablish these techniques that Marriott International has been known for.

    In past years Marriott International swapped their in-person introduction to the company training programme for an online alternative. Despite containing the same information, an online programme does not allow for conversation or brainstorming. I would therefore reintroduce the in-person programme for all new employees. It may bring higher short-term costs, but in the long-term it would generate increased revenue and is therefore a smart strategic decision (Whittington, 2019). The knowledge and experiences of the workforce cannot be underestimated. Shared information is fundamental to staff development, the customer service offering, and the organisation overall. In order to be innovative and provide personalised customer care, the people of the organisation are the key to success (Schmidt, 2020). The best strategists will consider the valuable information that their frontline staff can provide to enhance the decision-making process (Whittington, 2023). However, this is only possible if the staff members are fully equipped through training and development. A further benefit of the reintroduction of the in-person training programme would be to reconfirm the brand as a family. Marriott International has since its infancy stated that by looking after their associates, their associates will look after the customer and the customer will return. An immediate and obvious investment in new staff members would cement this and enable employees to empower themselves and work under an established structure (Schmidt, 2020).

    In relation to the customer’s journey throughout their in-person stay at the hotel, there are company wide brand standards, yearly mystery brand standard audits and companywide training initiatives that are enforced to maintain the highest levels of hospitality. It is important to appreciate that it is not just what an organisation can offer, but how they can offer it in a way that sets them apart from competitors (Mckinsey, 2016). With this in mind, reintroducing a new starter training programme that is more intense and valuable would ensure the success of these initiatives.

    The aforementioned elements represent the portion of the customer journey when the guest is staying in the hotel. However, it must be acknowledged how important the end of the stay is. The organisation must understand that when the customer is checking out, they want a quick, friendly and efficient service with as short a waiting time as possible. It is understood that the human employee will determine the extent of how positive or negative this experience is by their behaviour and the impression they give to the guest (Fagyas, 2023). This includes body language, whether they smile, efficiency and level of customer service, and even tone of voice (Fagyas, 2023). This shows how interlinked strategy and customer service are, and why it is so important to analyse all stages of the customer journey when making strategic decisions. At this stage there is the possibility to generate or turn around a complaint. The development of the staff will determine which is the outcome.

    For some customers this in-depth human interaction is preferred, for others they seek mobile processes as promptness is their priority. Focusing on only one would be detrimental. 60% of customers have stated that they seek personal interaction from a human representative at certain stages of their journey (Fan, 2021), and 40% have said that they do not. Therefore, when developing an innovative strategic direction, a combination of digital and human is essential. This is why the organisation must ensure that customer service is not only at the frontline, but woven into all areas of the company, and all stages of the customer journey (Agarwal, 2020). After all, there is still human interception in the mobile processes, even if the customer does not experience this directly.

    The final part of the customer journey is after the guest leaves the hotel. It must be understood that there are always further opportunities to impress. As mentioned above, customer service ties in to every aspect of the journey. The response to issues after check-out and the ease with which a review can be requested and completed are all important parts of the customer journey. These aspects show the consumer that they are important and the organisation wants to hear from them. An important part of strategy is complaint or issue handling (Goodman, 2019) as this can be the difference between a one-off or loyal consumer. A loyal customer base enables an organisation to operate at an advantage over their competitors in the marketplace (Goodman, 2019).

    Marriott International sends all guests a survey when they leave a property, known as the Guest Satisfaction Survey (GSS). This is designed to be straightforward to access and complete, with a heavy focus on the value of the customer voice. A huge amount of customers do not complain, for many reasons including; they feel it is not worth it or they don’t wish to spoil their experience further. These reasons amongst others, show that surveys and feedback are vital. If an organisation is not told about an issue, then they can’t fix it (Goodman, 2019). Within Marriott International all departments can access the Guest Satisfaction Survey database in order to action improvements accordingly. However, Marriott International does not stop there. Each property has a team of representatives that are responsible for engaging in conversations with the customers concerned, and every property will discuss relevant survey results daily so that any concerns or suggestions can be actioned as quickly as possible. This communication stream is vital for the customer and the organisation.

    As discussed above, particularly post pandemic, Marriott International has made extensive efforts with their customer experience team to delve deeply into the feedback process so that they can provide the best possible experience for their customer. However, their surveys remain generic and relatively long in length. This can be off putting and result in a lack of engagement. It can also prevent repeat consumers from completing a survey for every visit. The thoughts and opinions of those that exercise brand loyalty cannot be underestimated, and a more innovative approach would be to reduce as far as possible a duplication of certain questions. Of course, it is important to repeat some questions, as this will help the organisation to achieve consistency. However, a more personalised feedback questionnaire would encourage participation and help the organisation to achieve longevity through customer loyalty.
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    Customer profiles have long been used to gather information to enhance the customer experience. However, these profiles can be quite reactive in their nature. When seeking to provide innovative customer care, a proactive approach is a far more appropriate way of using profiles. The organisation should successfully collect data and then use that data to provide a solution that the customer didn’t even know they needed. 

    This is where a pre-existing framework can be used to positive effect. When considering Marriott International, it can be argued that PESTEL (political, economic, social, technological, ecological and legal) analysis is appropriate (Whittington, 2019). As Marriott International is a global brand, these factors are hugely important. Different locations will inevitably be affected differently in relation to these elements, and so the strategic direction will need to be adapted. Not only is strategy complicated overall (Whittington, 2019), but it is also a combination of forecasting, analysis and implementation at ground level (Whittington, 2019). By utilising the information that PESTEL analysis can provide, a customer profile can then be updated to compliment the outcomes of the analysis. This means that wherever in the world the customer stays, they receive the appropriate service. An organisation’s ability to diversify and act appropriately can be the difference between success and failure (Whittington, 2023). This is why it would be beneficial for Marriott International to consider the patterns of the consumer with regards to where in the world they travel to, and to use the results of this analysis to add additional layers to the customer profile on system.

    It is important to not set a limit of one framework when making strategic decisions as this could have a negative effect. Marriott International have to use a global strategy as they have a huge number of properties operating under different brands across the world. Therefore, their decision making is likely to be different depending on where the property is located. These decisions are also dependent on whether the property is a Delta, a Marriott, or a Ritz-Carlton to name but a few. The decision has to be carefully made when considering whether to lead with an innovative process or follow a competitor with an improved version (Whittington, 2023).

    Another framework that can be hugely beneficial is SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) analysis. This style of analysis can complement PESTEL as it focuses on internal factors as well as external influences (Whittington, 2019). By understanding SWOT, an organisation has the opportunity to get ahead or stay ahead of their competitors. This analysis must be undertaken regularly, as there is such fierce competition in the hospitality industry. Other high-profile brands such as Accor, Hilton and IHG are performing at such a high level that they cannot be ignored. As these other brands have continued to grow, and as technology has advanced, it is clear that Marriott International cannot rely on their name or past success. They must understand that to enjoy continued success, they need to be innovative in their approach and continue to transform their offering to meet and exceed expectations (Lynch, 2021).

    Analysis shows that Marriott International have been considering this for some time. They implemented their customer profiles many years ago, and since then, they have continued to update and adapt their usage to consistently improve, always with the customer in mind. However, the question remains, is Marriott acting in a proactive or reactive manner? It can be argued that they act in the latter of the two. The customer profiles are updated after a customer has communicated a preference, or after a staff member has noticed a pattern in their behaviour. It is not enough to update the customer profile, and then use this information to impress at the next stay. Instead, the organisation must use this information to make other predictions in relation to the customer. By consistently collecting and analysing data, the organisation can remain proactive in exceeding the needs of their customers. This will ensure that the organisation provides innovative customer care. This will wow the consumer and generate sustained growth. A heightened use of marketing tools would benefit Marriott International here. Marketing is no longer just an area of business that an organisation should take advantage of. Instead it is now more about the thoughts and feelings of the customer themselves (Hinson, 2024) and will help to drive proactive practices.
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    As this investigation has shown thus far, strategy is heavily dictated to by technology. There is no denying that technological advances must be considered, particularly when seeking to provide innovative customer care. The customer will use technology prior to engaging with a human directly, and so elements such as the internet and frequently asked questions pages are vital.

    The internet is convenient, it offers a service that can be accessed at any time, from anywhere in the world, most often in the palm of your hand through a mobile device. When considering the hospitality industry and hotels particularly, there are many questions that the majority of customers will want to know the answer to before they book. These questions include whether there are onsite dining options, onsite parking, and check-in and check-out times. By compiling a comprehensive list of these questions, the brand is showing the customer that they truly care, they understand what is important, and they are proud to deliver it. All of this information, accessible at the convenience of the customer will make the organisation a far more attractive prospect. It is also important to appreciate that a detailed frequently asked questions page will present transparency. There is no room for human error, or conflicting information from potentially misinformed staff members. Instead, the organisation is sending a clear message that the customer can trust them (Bughin, 2019).

    However, it is important to treat this page as an ever-evolving document. It is not a static piece of text that states generic information. To be innovative, an organisation should consistently update and improve the information that is contained within, in order to capture the needs of the customer at this crucial early stage. It is important to remember that strategy is concerned with analysis, development and implementation (Lynch, 2021) and this must be adopted in every area, including capturing the customer before they are a customer. These webpages may seem as though they are industry based and focused on highlighting wow factors of the business, but they are actually customer based. This information may not immediately result in revenue, but it is a transaction nonetheless. It is this information that can decide if a purchase will take place (Shin, 2023). As Marriott International moves forward they must consider how they can improve these crucial areas of their website. A link to a live chatbot is an option that cannot be ignored. Whilst customers will look to the frequently asked questions section of the website for assistance first (most likely), they will be quick to request help from an agent if they cannot answer their question (Kalkum, 2020). An easy to access live chat function is lacking from Marriott International’s website and this is something that should be prioritised. Further than that it should pop up on the help screen as soon as that page is selected, to show itself as an option for the customer. This would send a clear message that Marriott International wants to help, and understands that an omnichannel approach is what most consumers operate under in the current climate (Amar, 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc163167503]Conclusion and Recommendations

    In conclusion, this investigation has explored how Marriott International currently approaches the aim to provide innovative customer care, and the possibilities to enhance this to ensure sustained competitive advantage. 

    It has been interesting to discover the parallel of the need to return to a more traditional and white-glove service approach, whilst prioritising the rapidly developing technology that organisations are expected to utilise. It has been shown that these two aspects work together to provide innovative customer care, and increase overall customer satisfaction.

    A proactive approach is essential, and there are areas where it can be argued that Marriott International is acting in a more reactive manner than they should be. It has been discovered that there isn’t a pressing need for a complete change, but rather some enhancements to their current processes. These include to utilise their customer profiles further than they currently do, to ensure that they remain ahead of the customer. This report has also discovered their lack of online sophistication with their website help section. It is now unusual to access a webpage and not have the offer of a chatbot or live chat appear on the screen as an instant access pop up. This is something that Marriott International should be focusing attention on.

    There has also been the discovery that whilst Marriott International continues to honour its roots, their in-person customer service standards are arguably lower than in previous years. This is most likely as a result of technological advances, however, it is proven in this report how highly regarded face-to-face encounters are for the consumer, and so Marriott International needs to consider this when striving to provide innovative customer care.

    It should also be highlighted here that strategy must be ever-evolving as many factors can rapidly change, sometimes without warning. The Covid-19 pandemic is a perfect example. This is why frameworks such as the three horizons framework, PESTEL and SWOT analysis are crucial when determining strategic direction. Ultimately a company must honour its long-term goals whilst appreciating that change is constant (Lynch, 2021).

    There are many different ways that an organisation can provide personalised customer care. Marriott International has made many innovative moves, particularly with their response to the Covid-19 pandemic which suggested exploitation innovation. They took their current business model and adapted it to provide a new service that catered to the changing needs of their consumer (Lynch, 2021). This new centralised customer experience team opened up previously unused opportunities to engage with their consumers and get to know their customer base on a deeper level. As discovered in this report, this is a fundamental part of strategic decision making. Knowing the customer improves service and encourages brand loyalty. 

    Overall, innovative and personalised customer care requires an appreciation and understanding of all stages of the customer journey. It begins with a potential consumer considering options through their own research, is maintained through the booking process and during their stay, and remains as important at check-out and beyond. It also requires an understanding of how important technology is, but also how important personalised interaction with staff members remains. These two elements are not operating in conflict. Instead they rely heavily upon each other for success. Innovation will allow an organisation to step outside of what is comfortable and take advantage of new opportunities that can result in sustained long-term growth (Lynch, 2021).

    My recommendations for further research would be to place a heavier emphasis on understanding the relationship between the human employee and rapidly evolving technology. I would also seek to understand further how different geographical locations would adapt the innovations suggested in this research.
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    With more than thirty brands, nearly 8700 properties, and a presence in 139 countries (Marriott International, n.d.), Marriott International is one of the leading forces globally in the hotel industry. However, they came from humble beginnings. In 1927, married couple J. Willard Marriott and Alice Sheets opened their first business together, a root beer stand. It had nine seats and was named The Hot Shoppe (Gregersen, 2002). From here they expanded to provide in-flight meals, and from there they acquired their first hotel property, a 370 room Twin Bridges Motor Hotel in Arlington Virginia (Marriott International, n.d.). This development from one root beer stand to a large hotel property was a thirty year journey for the Marriott family, and one that saw J. Willard Marriott bring future generations into the business. This is an important point because family has always formed their mission and values.

    1981 was a milestone year when they opened their 100th property; the Maui Marriott Resort in Hawaii (Marriott International, n.d.). Another important point was their implementation of a rewards program. This began in 1984 and was the first of its kind. It proved hugely popular, and many competitors soon followed in their footsteps. Only a few years later, in 1989 Marriott International enjoyed another milestone when they opened their 500th property in Warsaw, Poland. Not only was it their 500th, but it was also the tallest hotel in Warsaw, and the first in Eastern Europe to be western-managed (Marriott International, n.d.). These statistics show that Marriott International have always had a preoccupation with innovation. Even in their early days they have been prepared to take risks, branch out into new markets and employ strategic techniques to ensure sustained growth and long-term success.

    They collaborated with others where useful, such as Ian Schrager to create the luxury EDITION Hotels in 2007 (Marriott International, n.d.) and updated processes to remain at the cutting edge with their products. An example of this is when they replaced their existing rewards program with Marriott Bonvoy in 2019 to create a program that incorporated all of their brands in one place (Marriott International, n.d.).

    Marriott International has always understood the heart of hospitality and has made the relevant moves to ensure that they can provide a service to every type of consumer when it comes to travel. The goal is to have a solution that meets the needs of the purpose of the trip (Pressley, 2023) and this is why they have branched out into many separate areas and accumulated so many different brands. By tapping into varying areas of the travel sector, they send a clear message that Marriott International can serve you whatever it is that you are seeking for travel.

    However, one thing has remained the same since the beginning, and this is the strong family values that they prioritise. In fact, in 2022 when they opened a new global headquarters in Maryland, they named the cafeteria The Hot Shoppe in a nod to where it all began (Marriott International, n.d.).

    Marriott International continues to drive forward with the core values that have been in place from the beginning, and these are that they are a people first organisation that understands that if they treat their staff well, then the staff will treat their customers well (Marriott International, n.d.). The importance that Marriott International places on its staff and their customer service has played a significant role in their expansion and ongoing success.
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