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[bookmark: _Toc224997198]Executive Summary
This report outlines a comprehensive stakeholder engagement strategy for the launch of "StaySmart+," a new AI-driven premium customer experience service, by the Birmingham-based global hotel group, Apex Hotels International. The project's success in diverse local and international markets hinges on the effective identification, analysis, and engagement of a complex network of internal and external stakeholders (Freeman, 1984).
The report begins with an introduction to Apex Hotels International and the strategic rationale for StaySmart+. A situational analysis, incorporating SWOT and PESTLE frameworks, is conducted to contextualise the project environment (Johnson, Scholes and Whittington, 2008). Drawing on foundational stakeholder theory, key stakeholders are identified and categorised. Their roles, responsibilities, and significance are analysed using tools such as the RACI Matrix and Mendelow's Power-Interest Grid, which form the basis for a targeted stakeholder engagement and communication plan (Mendelow, 1991).
The core of the report critically applies the 4C's model—Communication, Collaboration, Consultation, and Commitment—as a process for managing stakeholder relationships and mitigating conflict throughout the project lifecycle (Z/Yen Group, 2003). Finally, the impact of this engagement on business performance is evaluated, and strategic recommendations are provided to foster long-term stakeholder buy-in and maximise the value derived from the StaySmart+ initiative. The report concludes that a proactive, culturally-attuned, and structured approach to stakeholder engagement is not merely a project management tool but a strategic imperative for achieving competitive advantage and ensuring the successful global adoption of StaySmart+ (Donaldson and Preston, 1995).
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[bookmark: _Toc224997199] Introduction of Apex Hotels International and the StaySmart+ Project
Apex Hotels International (AHI) is a premier global hospitality group headquartered in Birmingham, United Kingdom. With a portfolio spanning over 15 brands, from luxury full-service hotels to economy lodgings, AHI operates more than 800 properties across 60 countries, employing approximately 150,000 people worldwide. Renowned for its commitment to service excellence and operational consistency, AHI's mission is to create exceptional experiences that enrich lives. The company's culture is deeply rooted in placing the guest at the centre of its universe, a principle that drives its continuous innovation (Kotler, Bowen and Baloglu, 2017).
In line with this commitment, AHI is preparing to launch "StaySmart+," a new premium customer experience service. StaySmart+ integrates three core pillars:
1. AI-Driven Guest Interaction: A proprietary mobile app and in-room interface that uses artificial intelligence to offer 24/7 continues services, maintenance alerts, and personalised recommendations for dining and local attractions (Buhalis and Leung, 2018).
2. Personalised Travel Planning: A pre-arrival service where guests can create itineraries, select room preferences (e.g., pillow type, room temperature), and arrange seamless transport, all powered by data from previous stays.
3. Sustainability-Focused Amenities: A move towards zero-waste toiletry dispensers, in-room energy efficiency dashboards that promote conservation, and partnerships with local suppliers for minibar and dining options (Jones, Hillier and Comfort, 2016).
The StaySmart+ rollout is scheduled for six months across 50 selected pilot hotels in key markets: UK, USA, and Singapore. The project's success is not just technological but fundamentally relational, requiring cooperation, and active participation of a diverse group of stakeholders across different cultural and operational contexts (Freeman et al., 2010). A robust stakeholder engagement strategy is critical to navigating this complex landscape.




[bookmark: _Toc224997200]Situational Analysis: SWOT and PESTLE
To effectively plan the StaySmart+ launch, it is essential to understand the internal and external environment in which AHI and the project will operate (Johnson, Scholes and Whittington, 2008).

[bookmark: _Toc224997201]SWOT Analysis
SWOT is an acronym for: Strength, Weakness, Opportunities and Threats and it serves as a situational analysis tool that identifies internal factors (Strength and Weakness) and external factors (Opportunities and Threats)
Table.1
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	- Strong global brand recognition and established customer loyalty (Keller, 2013).
- Extensive portfolio of properties providing a large-scale testbed.
- Robust financial position to fund R&D and initial rollout.
- Proven track record in service innovation.
	- Potential resistance from franchisees concerned about implementation costs and ROI.
- Varying levels of technological infrastructure and digital maturity across international properties.
- Internal silos between brand management, IT, and operations that could slow decision-making (Gulati, 2007).

	Opportunities
	Threats

	- Growing market demand for personalised and tech-enabled travel experiences (Neuhofer, Buhalis and Ladkin, 2015).
- Increasing global emphasis on sustainability, enhancing brand differentiation (Elkington, 1997).
- Expansion into emerging economies where StaySmart+ could be a key differentiator.
- Ability to generate new revenue streams through personalised, paid-for services.
	- Intense competition from other hotel groups launching similar AI-driven services (Porter, 1980).
- Potential data privacy regulations and cybersecurity risks associated with AI and guest data (Taddeo and Floridi, 2017).
- Global economic uncertainty or recession impacting corporate and leisure travel budgets (Pike and Page, 2014).
- Supply chain disruptions affecting the installation of new in-room technology.
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PESTLE is an acronym for: Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Legal, Environmental and It is used to analyse the External environment of a business.
Table.2
	

Political
	
Varying political stability and government attitudes towards data sovereignty (e.g., GDPR in Europe, CCPA in California) will require a flexible, compliant approach in each market (Voigt and Von dem Bussche, 2017).

	
Economic 
	
Fluctuating exchange rates and inflationary pressures could impact the project's budget and the perceived value of a premium service for cost-conscious consumers (Pike and Page, 2014).


	
Social
	
A cultural shift towards "phigital" experiences (physical + digital) and a growing demand for authentic, localised, and sustainable travel (Gretzel et al., 2015). Engagement strategies must be adapted to local cultural norms regarding technology and service (Hofstede, 2001).

	

Technological 
	
Rapid advancements in AI and IoT present both an opportunity (for enhancement) and a threat (of quick obsolescence) (Porter and Heppelmann, 2014). Reliable, high-speed internet infrastructure is a prerequisite that varies by location.

	

Legal
	
Complex and differing international laws on data privacy, AI ethics, and consumer protection must be meticulously navigated to avoid fines and reputational damage (Taddeo and Floridi, 2017).

	

Environmental 
	
The sustainability pillar of StaySmart+ aligns with global ESG trends and can improve stakeholder relations, but requires credible, verifiable practices to avoid accusations of greenwashing (Jones, Hillier and Comfort, 2016).



[bookmark: _Toc224997203]SMART Objective for StaySmart+ Project:
By the end of the 6-month pilot phase, achieve a 15% increase in guest satisfaction scores (as measured by post-stay surveys) and a 10% increase in direct booking revenue in the 50 pilot hotels, while ensuring 100% compliance with local data privacy regulations in all operating markets (Doran, 1981).
[bookmark: _Toc224997204] Identification of Internal and External Stakeholders
 Freeman's (1984) seminal stakeholder theory states, that a firm must create value for all stakeholders, not just shareholders. we identify any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the StaySmart+ project's objectives (Freeman et al., 2010; Donaldson and Preston, 1995).
[bookmark: _Toc224997205]         Internal Stakeholders (Within AHI)
· Executive Leadership Team: Approve budget, set strategic vision, and champion the project at the highest level.
· Product Development & IT Team: Responsible for designing, building, testing, and maintaining the StaySmart+ technology platform.
· Global Marketing & Sales Team: Develop the go-to-market strategy, brand messaging, and sales collateral to promote StaySmart+ to guests and corporate clients.
· Hotel Operations (GMs & Staff): The frontline users and deliverers of the service. Their adoption and enthusiasm are critical for guest experience (Bitner, Booms and Tetreault, 1990).
· Human Resources Team: Responsible for training and upskilling staff on the new systems and service protocols.
· Legal & Compliance Team: Ensure the project complies with all relevant laws, particularly concerning data privacy and consumer rights.

[bookmark: _Toc224997206]External Stakeholders (Outside AHI)

· Hotel Owners and Franchisees: Invest in AHI properties and must approve capital expenditure for new technology and renovations. Their primary interest is ROI (Guilding, 2002).
· Guests (Current and Potential): The end-users of StaySmart+. Their needs, preferences, and privacy concerns are paramount (Kotler, Bowen and Baloglu, 2017).
· Suppliers & Technology Partners: Provide the hardware (e.g., smart devices, sensors) and software components that power StaySmart+.
· Local Communities: Will be impacted by the sustainability initiatives and the integration of AI-driven local recommendations.
· Regulatory Bodies: Government agencies that oversee data protection (e.g., ICO in the UK), consumer law, and environmental standards (Voigt and Von dem Bussche, 2017).
· Industry Associations & Media: Can influence the project's public perception and set industry benchmarks.
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Understanding the nuanced roles and influence of each stakeholder group is crucial (Clarkson, 1995). The RACI Matrix clarifies participation, while Mendelow's Power-Interest Grid informs engagement strategies (Mendelow, 1991).
[bookmark: _Toc224997208]RACI Matrix for StaySmart+ Launch
Table.3
	Deliverable/
Activity 
	Leadership
	Product Development
	Marketing
	Hotel Ops
	Compliance
	Hotel Owners

	Develop Business Case & Budget
	A
	R
	C
	C
	C
	I

	Design & Test Tech Platform
	I

	R
	C
	C
	C
	I

	Ensure Data Privacy Compliance
	I
	C

	I
	I
	A
	I

	Create Marketing & Training Materials
	I
	C
	R
	C
	I
	I

	Approve Hotel-Level Investment
	C
	I
	I
	R
	I
	A

	Train Frontline Staff
	I
	C
	I
	R
	-
	I

	Execute Local Launch
	I
	C
	C
	R
	-
	I


R = Responsible, A = Accountable, C = Consulted, I = Informed
[bookmark: _Toc224997209]Mendelow's Power-Interest Grid Analysis
Table.4
	
Power-Interest
	
Stakeholders
	
Engagement Strategy

	High Power, High Interest
	Executive Leadership, Hotel Owners, Key Tech Partners

	Key Players: Manage closely. Involve in governance, provide regular performance updates, and secure their active sponsorship (Mendelow, 1991).

	High Power, Low Interest
	Regulatory Bodies, Major Corporate Clients
	Keep Satisfied: Provide assurance of compliance and value but avoid information overload. Proactive reporting on legal and data security is key (Johnson, Scholes and Whittington, 2008).

	Low Power, High Interest
	Hotel Staff, Guests, Local Communities
	Keep Informed: Regular, transparent communication. Engage staff through training and feedback loops; involve guests via beta testing and surveys (Bitner, Booms and Tetreault, 1990).

	Low Power, Low Interest
	Suppliers (non-tech), General Media
	Monitor: Minimal effort, but track for any shifts in interest or influence.
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Leveraging the analysis above, a structured plan ensures that engagement is purposeful and efficient (Phillips, 2003).
· Stakeholder Engagement Plan Objectives:
1. Build trust and transparency through open dialogue (Ashcroft, 2017).
2. Foster co-creation by incorporating stakeholder feedback into the service design.
3. Secure the necessary resources and commitment for successful implementation.
4. Proactively manage risks and resistance.

· Communication Plan
Table.5
	Stakeholder Group
	Key message’s 
	Frequency 
	Mechanism’s /
Channels 

	Executive Leadership
	Strategic alignment, project milestones, risk mitigation.
	Monthly
	Formal board, updates, executive dashboards, quarterly business reviews.

	Hotel Owners/ Franchisees
	Business case, ROI projections, implementation support, brand enhancement (Guilding, 2002).
	Weekly (during rollout)
	One-to-one meetings, owner roadshows, detailed financial models, site visits.

	Hotel GMs & Staff
	Training support, guest benefit, ease of use.
	Weekly
	Town halls, dedicated intranet site, feedback apps.

	Guests
	Enhanced experience, personalisation, control, sustainability
	Ongoing
	In-app notifications, email campaigns, in-room materials, social media engagement (Kotler, Bowen and Baloglu, 2017).

	Regulatory Bodies
	Compliance, data security protocols, ethical AI use.
	As required
	Formal compliance reports, legal consultations, industry working groups (Voigt and Von deem Bussche, 2017).

	Suppliers/Partners
	Technical specifications, integration requirements, performance metrics.
	Weekly
	Joint project meetings, shared development roadmaps, performance dashboards (Porter and Heppelmann, 2014).
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The successful execution of the plans above relies on a dynamic process of engagement. The 4C's model—Communication, Collaboration, Consultation, and Commitment—provides an excellent framework for a project manager to navigate this complex social landscape and pre-emptively manage conflict (Z/Yen Group, 2003; Christopher, Payne and Ballantyne, 2013).
1. Communication (The Foundation)
The process begins with transparent, timely, and two-way communication. As the Project Manager, my role is to establish a "rhythm" of communication that is culturally sensitive (Hofstede, 2001). For instance, communication with hotel staff in Singapore may need to be more formal and hierarchical than with staff in the UK. The goal is not just to inform, but to create a shared narrative around StaySmart+. I will establish a central project portal with translated materials and host regular "Ask Me Anything" sessions with different regional teams. This proactive communication directly addresses the uncertainty that fuels resistance, a key source of potential conflict (Ford and Ford, 1995).
2. Consultation (Seeking Input)
Communication alone is insufficient; genuine consultation is vital. This involves actively seeking stakeholder input before decisions are made (Arnstein, 1969). For example, before finalising the guest app interface, we will conduct focus groups with frequent guests from our key markets. Similarly, we will consult with Hotel GMs on the operational workflow to ensure the new technology simplifies, rather than complicates, their day-to-day tasks. This process of gathering "contributions," as highlighted by the Z/Yen group (2003), ensures that the final product is better informed and that stakeholders feel heard, significantly reducing later resistance. This directly applies the principle of involving those who will be affected by the project.
3. Collaboration (Working Together)
Collaboration moves beyond input to co-creation (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004). A major potential conflict point is with Hotel Owners, who may resist the capital expenditure. To manage this, I will establish a joint Owner-Operator advisory panel for the project. Instead of presenting them with a fait accompli, we will collaborate on the implementation playbook for their specific properties, discussing phasing, local marketing support, and customisation options. This transforms a potential adversarial relationship into a partnership, building trust and shared ownership (Ashcroft, 2017). This collaborative approach is crucial for navigating the diverse interests of stakeholders like owners, employees, and local communities (Clarkson, 1995).
4. Commitment (Securing Buy-in)
The goal is to secure stakeholder commitment. This is a natural outcome of effective communication, consultation, and collaboration (Christopher, Payne and Ballantyne, 2013). When stakeholders see their input reflected in the final plan and understand how their interests are served, they move from compliance to genuine commitment. For example, a franchisee who collaborated on the rollout plan is far more likely to actively promote StaySmart+ to their guests than one who was simply told to install it. As the Project Manager, I will track commitment through participation in training, feedback quality, and early adoption metrics. Where commitment is lacking, it signals a failure in one of the earlier three C's, requiring a return to deeper consultation or clearer communication.
Managing Conflict
By embedding the 4C's, conflict becomes an opportunity for improvement rather than a project derailer (Tjosvold, 2008). For instance, if the IT team (responsible for development) and Operations (responsible for delivery) clash over a feature's feasibility, I will facilitate a collaborative workshop. Using a structured, consultative approach, we can explore the underlying needs (e.g., Ops needs simplicity, IT needs data integrity) and co-create a solution, such as a simplified user interface for staff that still captures the necessary back-end data. This transparent process, guided by the principles of communication and consensus-building, transforms a positional conflict into a collaborative problem-solving session (Fisher and Ury, 1981).
[bookmark: _Toc224997212]Evaluating the Impact of Stakeholder Engagement on Business Performance
Effective stakeholder engagement is not an abstract ideal but a measurable driver of business performance for the StaySmart+ launch (Freeman et al., 2010). Its impact can be evaluated across several key performance indicators (KPIs):
1. Faster Adoption and Higher ROI: By securing commitment from Hotel Owners (through consultation) and staff (through training), we reduce resistance and accelerate the rollout timeline. A shorter time-to-value directly improves the project's ROI (Guilding, 2002). Engaged franchisees are more likely to invest in local marketing, driving higher guest uptake and revenue.
2. Enhanced Product Quality & Innovation: Consultation with guests and frontline staff during the pilot phase generates invaluable feedback, allowing us to fix bugs and refine features before a wider rollout. This results in a superior final product, increasing guest satisfaction scores (a core SMART objective) and positive word-of-mouth (Bitner, Booms and Tetreault, 1990).
3. Risk Mitigation: Proactive engagement with the Legal & Compliance team and Regulatory bodies ensures we navigate the complex web of international data privacy laws effectively, avoiding costly fines and reputational damage (Voigt and Von deem Bussche, 2017). Engaging with local communities on our sustainability initiatives builds a social license to operate and prevents potential backlash (Elkington, 1997).
4. Strengthened Brand Reputation: A successful, collaboratively developed launch enhances AHI's reputation among all stakeholders. Guests see an innovative brand that listens, employees see an employer that values their input, and owners see a partner that is invested in mutual success (Keller, 2013). This creates a virtuous cycle of trust and loyalty (Ashcroft, 2017).
5. Reduced Internal Friction: The use of frameworks like RACI and processes like the 4C's minimises internal silos and conflict (Gulati, 2007). When roles are clear and communication is open, cross-functional teams (e.g., IT and Marketing) work more efficiently, reducing delays and wasted effort.
[bookmark: _Toc224997213]Recommendations for Future Stakeholder Engagement
To build on the success of the StaySmart+ launch and embed stakeholder centricity into AHI's DNA, the following recommendations are made:
1. Establish a Permanent Stakeholder Advisory Council: Formalise the ad-hoc panels created for this project into a permanent body with rotating membership from key stakeholder groups (owners, GMs, guests). This ensures continuous dialogue and co-creation on future strategic initiatives, moving beyond project-based engagement to relational engagement (Ashcroft, 2017).
2. Develop a Cultural Intelligence (CQ) Module for Project Management: To better navigate international markets, all project managers should receive training in Cultural Intelligence. This would enhance their ability to adapt communication and consultation styles to local norms, preventing misunderstandings and building stronger trust with regional stakeholders (Hofstede, 2001).
3. Implement a "Voice of Stakeholder" Digital Platform: Create a dedicated digital hub (beyond email) where stakeholders can continuously provide feedback, submit ideas, and track how their input is being acted upon. This fosters transparency and shows that engagement is an ongoing process, not a one-off event (Christopher, Payne and Ballantyne, 2013). This aligns with the "shared learning mechanisms" advocated in the 4C's model.
4. Link Stakeholder Engagement Metrics to Executive Compensation: To truly embed stakeholder thinking at the highest level, a portion of executive bonuses should be tied to key stakeholder satisfaction metrics (e.g., employee Net Promoter Score, owner satisfaction, guest loyalty) (Jensen, 2001). This ensures that the rhetoric of stakeholder value is backed by tangible accountability.
5. Conduct Post-Implementation Reviews (PIRs) with All Stakeholders: After the StaySmart+ launch, conduct formal PIRs not just internally, but with key external stakeholders like technology partners and a sample of hotel owners. This demonstrates a commitment to learning and continuous improvement, strengthening relationships for future collaborations (Johnson, Scholes and Whittington, 2008).






[bookmark: _Toc224997214] Conclusion
The launch of StaySmart+ represents a significant strategic investment for Apex Hotels International. As this report has demonstrated, its success is contingent not only on the sophistication of its technology but, more critically, on the strength of the relationships it builds and sustains (Freeman et al., 2010). By grounding the project in stakeholder theory, we move beyond a narrow focus on shareholders to recognise the intricate web of internal and external parties whose cooperation is essential for value creation (Donaldson and Preston, 1995).
The systematic identification and categorisation of stakeholders, using tools like the RACI Matrix and Mendelow's Grid, provide the necessary clarity to develop targeted and efficient engagement and communication plans (Mendelow, 1991). However, these plans are only as good as the process used to execute them. The 4C's model—Communication, Consultation, Collaboration, and Commitment—offers a powerful, people-centric framework for a project manager to navigate the complexities of global rollouts, build trust, and transform potential conflicts into opportunities for co-creation (Z/Yen Group, 2003; Christopher, Payne and Ballantyne, 2013).
The ultimate impact of this rigorous engagement is a direct and positive one on business performance, driving faster adoption, enhancing product quality, mitigating risk, and strengthening brand equity (Keller, 2013). To sustain these benefits, AHI must move from project-based engagement to an embedded, strategic approach to stakeholder relationships. By implementing the recommendations, such as establishing a permanent advisory council and linking engagement metrics to leadership accountability, AHI can ensure that the principles underpinning the StaySmart+ launch become a permanent source of competitive advantage, fostering resilience, innovation, and enduring success in the dynamic global hospitality market (Porter, 1980).
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