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[bookmark: _Toc102317304]Executive Summary 
Huazhu is the second-largest hotel chain in China with an international presence. Ever since the outbreak of the covid-19, it has been struggling with reviving its financial performance due to the sluggish demand during the covid-19. As the travel industry starts to pick up in 2022 due to the ease of travel restrictions and the ever-high desire for traveling, Huazhu should actively be prepared to live with covid-19 and actively transform its business to adapt to the new competitive norm. 
The present report is a sound marketing plan developed for Huazhu with an objective to improve its tax-inclusive RevPAR to 190 RMB level at the corporate level. Based on the objective, the 4P marketing mix of Huazhu is refined with more focus on product personalization, social media promotion, etc.






1. [bookmark: _Toc102317305]Introduction
Since the global outbreak of covid-19 in the beginning of 2020, governments around the world have introduced a plethora of measures in the hope of controlling the pandemic from further spreading, such as partial or complete border closures and the imposition of a number of requirements on inbound travelers, including pre-departure testing for the covid-19 virus and post-entry quarantine (Rahman et al., 2021). Under these measures, the travel cost and time for traveling, especially international travel, have been unprecedentedly high, making all operators within the industry struggle for basic survival (Chen, Freedman and Visser, 2021). However, the status quo of epidemic prevention and control has improved significantly, the social and economic production level has gradually returned to a stable growth trend, and the demand of ordinary residents for living and entertainment has gradually returned to the level before the epidemic (Zhang et al., 2022). The industry has been optimistic about the recovery of the hotel industry, but opportunities and challenges coexist. How the traditional hotel industry can actively seek new ways to break through and upgrade under the new social situation has become a challenge for them. 
Huazhu Group (as Huazhu) is a leading and fast-growing, multi-brand hotel group in China with a global footprint. Huazhu is the second-largest hotel group in China and ninth in the global hotel market with 11% (China) and 2.7% (worldwide) market share, respectively (Huazhu, 2022). The present report uses the widely adopted SOSTAC framework to develop a more effective marketing plan for Huazhu. SOSTAC is an acronym for situation (where is Huazhu now?), objective (where does Huazhu want to get to?), strategy (the big picture about how is Huazhu going to get there?), tactics (the detailed plan about how is Huazhu going to get there?) action (who is going to do what and when?), and control (how can Huazhu control, measure, and develop the process?) (Smith, 2020) 
2. [bookmark: _Toc102317306]Marketing plan for Huazhu – based on SOSTAC
2.1 [bookmark: _Toc102317307]Situation 
[bookmark: _Toc102317255][bookmark: _Toc102317308]2.1.1 Internal situation analysis
The three main business models of Huazhu are the lease and ownership model, the franchise model and the management franchise model. The lease and ownership model are an asset-heavy model in which the Company directly operates hotels located primarily in leased and owned properties (Giacomel and Dumoulin, 2020). The franchising and management franchise model is an asset-light model. Under the franchise model, the Company charges franchisees but does not assign on-site hotel managers. Under the management franchise model, the hotels are managed and franchisee fees are charged through the assistance of on-site hotel managers. As of March 31, 2021, Huazhu's hotel business covers 16 countries with 6,881 hotels and 662,512 rooms with franchises accounting for 88.9% of the total number of hotels (Huazhu, 2022). The franchising model has become the main business model of Huazhu and is dominated by management franchises. At the same time, Huazhu operates more than 20 hotel brands to enhance its market competitiveness. The hotels operated by Huazhu can be divided into the economy, mid-range, mid-range and high-end brands, covering all segments of the market (Investor Observer, 2022). The multi-brand strategy provides Huazhu with competitive advantages: 1) being able to open more stores in attractive markets; 2) meeting the changing consumer needs of various types of consumers and attracting more customers; and 3) gaining greater economies of scale through the group's shared platform (Wen, 2021; Global Newswire, 2022). 
Due to the covid-19 on the global scale, Huazhu recorded a net loss of approximately $2,204 million in FY2020, turning from profit to loss year-over-year. A decrease of 10.26% on the daily average rate was reported on a year-over-year basis; the occupancy rate for the year was 71.0%, compared to 84.4% in FY2019 (Huazhu, 2022). The unsatisfied financial performance was largely caused by the macroeconomic condition of the whole lodging industry. 
[bookmark: _Toc102317309][bookmark: _Toc102317256]2.1.2 External situation analysis 
In terms of external analysis, the independent hotels with lower resilience are expected to exist the industry due to the continuous threats from the covid-19, and the hotel chains is expected to witness a stronger penetration and recovery in 2022 (Czerny et al., 2021). Economic growth in most emerging countries, especially China, India etc., has led to an increase in both leisure and business travel, which in turn has boosted the hotel industry. As travel spending continues to increase, more consumers are seeking quality accommodation experiences that go beyond the basic needs of affordability and convenience (Nyheim et al., 2015). As a result, there has been a structural shift in the hotel industry as the growth in the supply of mid-to-high-end rooms has outpaced economic growth. The growing popularity of midscale hotel brands has been driven by a growing number of guests seeking more value-for-money options (Morosan and DeFranco, 2016). Consumer demand for personalized experiences has created a diverse range of accommodation needs and consumption scenarios, supporting the competitive advantage of a multi-brand strategy. 
Furthermore, Technology-driven hotel operations has been an inevitable trend in the global hotel industry, with an aim of noting only promoting the operational efficiency but also affording differentiated services. A wide spectrum of new technologies has been used to collect and uncover customer insights, thereby helping hotel operators to enhance experiences and loyalty (Law, Sun and Chan, 2020). Other new technologies adopted by leading hotel groups, such as self-check-in/check-out systems, artificial intelligence-assisted embedded hotel mobility programs, and intelligent robots, have significantly enhanced the consumer experience (Kaushik, Agrawal and Rahman, 2015). As these leading hotel groups enjoy significant advantages, technology-driven hotel operations are likely to be widely adopted across the industry.
2.2 [bookmark: _Toc102317310]Objective
Huazhu has utilized a set of key performance indicators (KPIs) to quantify its strategic goal. Given to above internal and external situational analysis. Among these, the most important one is RevPAR (revenue per available room). Given the overall optimism toward the lodging industry, the overall objective of the marketing plan is to promote the tax-inclusive RevPAR to RMB 190 by the end of FY2022 (31st December 2022). The objective can be perceived as a SMART objective due to the following reason. 
Specific: The objective set above is simplistically formulated and clearly defined what Huazhu is going to do, as it uses the tax-inclusive RevPAR as a primary KPI, and identifies the requirement to achieve it. The RevPAR has been commonly used as an operating measure in the hotel industry, and it can be understood as the product of average occupancy rate and average daily room rates achieved (Sainaghi, 2011). In this sense, the RevPAR is more comprehensive than the occupancy rate or daily room rates. 
Measurable: The objective is measurable as it has tangible evidence of a tax-inclusive RevPAR of RMB 190 that Huazhu had accomplished the goal. The indicator will be timely evaluated by its senior management at different categories (including leased and owned, manachised, franchised hotels, etc.), at different locations (including the domestic market and the international market, etc.)
Achievable: the objective is achievable as it stretches Huazhu slightly so it feels challenged, but defined well enough so that Huazhu can achieve them. Huazhu has a RevPAR of RMB 197 for the FY 2018, and RMB 198 for the FY2029, before the covid-19 pandemic; the indicator dropped to RMB 149 in the first year of covid-19 (as shown in Table 1) (Huazhu, 2022). The sheer drop in 2020 is attributed to the outbreak of covid-19, and the Chinese government’s highly stringent dynamic zero policies to contain the spread, which directly led to lower average daily room rates and lower occupancy rates (Davahli et al., 2020; Sun et al., 2022). The hotel industry, especially in China, has picked up rapidly due to the greater ease of travel restrictions and the ever-high lust for travel. Industries have expected a full recovery of the whole travel industry by the end of 2022, of course, with the prerequisites that stakeholders actively commit to the delivery of highly safe service(Hidalgo et al., 2022; Wu, Hu and Chen, 2022). 
[image: ]
Table 1: Key performance indicators of Huazhu (Huazhu, 2022)
Relevant: the objective should with the overate strategic goals of Huazhu, and should measure relevant outcomes. For years, Huazhu has invested aggressively in internationalization to eliminate its reliance on the Chinese market and seeks to further diversify its brand. The realization of the overate long-term strategies should be felicitated with higher RevPAR, as it generates operation revenues and promotes brand awareness, which is the fundamental support required for the long-term strategy (Huazhu, 2022).  
Time-bound: the objective should be linked to a time frame with a practical sense of urgency. The travel industry is expected to recover by the end of 2022 (as a result of the removal of travel restrictions and the effectiveness of the vaccination programs), which is almost half a year left from now. As one of the industrial leaders, Huazhu should keep its pace with the overall industry development, to manage the recovery of its KPI by the same too. 
2.3 [bookmark: _Toc102317311]Strategy 
The covid-19 pandemic has highlighted the customer demands for hygiene and safety when considering a hotel brand. Huazhu, as a leading hotel chain, should definitely be more rigorous in their daily hygiene processes, and be more responsive to customer needs. In response to the requirement and demand for social distancing, Huazhu, with more advanced technologies, should actively leverage its technological capabilities in the customer journey to afford an experience of greater level of safety and superiority.
Based on the commitment for hygiene and safety, effective marketing plan, though marketing mix (product, place, promotion and price) should be refined to boost customer demands and enhance perceived values. This can be realized using the multi-channel strategy to drive direct sales, and the technological capabilities to drive personalization, etc. A detailed plan through marketing mix is attached in the next section. 
[bookmark: _Toc102317312]2.4 Tactics 
Product: Personalized service, in the context of the hotel industry, can be understood as the accommodation service with distinct flexibility and differences for each individual, and generally without additional charges (Piccoli, Lui and Grün, 2017; Richard, 2017). Facing the fierce competition within the industry, the technological capabilities of Huazhu, such as its mobile application, Huazhu PMS & integrated ERP, should be leveraged to collect customer information ethically from each touch point along with the customer journey to develop a more profound understanding of customers at an individual level. Based on the understanding of individual customers, more personalized accommodation services should be provided across all brands under Huazhu. At the same time, safety is still the primary concern of guests under the covid-19 pandemic. The current technological capabilities of Huazhu, such as automated check-in and check-out, delivery robots, mobile housekeeping, etc. which were not widely adopted across brands and locations, should be rapidly promoted to ensure contactless customer experiences. 
[image: ]
Figure 2: Huazhu’s technological capabilities (Huazhu, 2022)
Price: Compared to the rigid pricing with little flexibility and dynamism, Huazhu should leverage the real-time market intelligence tools, enabled by big data analytics or artificial intelligence, to make better and effective pricing decisions based on precise and timely market data (such as demand and supply equilibrium, industrial average offerings, lowest/highest rates with competitors demographical features of consumers, etc.) (Ling, Guo and Yang, 2014). Specifically, this means more effective revenue management should be deployed and developed to advance the hotel pricing system, thereby improving the average daily rate, the occupancy rate and RevPAR.
Promotion: The primary promotion channel of Huazhu has been through its Huazhu Club program, and so far, it has not yet actively established its online presence and manager customer relationship on major social media platforms. However, social media has become a primary source of information, especially in the form of video clipping or picture logs, etc. Huazhu should establish a presence on the local social media used by the travelers, such as Sina Blog and Douyin in China, Instagram, and Youtube in the international market. Social media allows Huazhu to showcase the latest offerings of Huazhu, and communicate their latest measures in preventing covid-19. 
Place: The sales channels of hotels can be divided into distribution and direct sales. Distribution channels include OTAs (online travel agencies), offline travel groups, group purchases, etc.; direct sales channels include front desk casual customers, members, etc. Huazhu has established a comprehensive direct sales system. As of the end of 2019, the number of nights occupied by Huazhu hotel's own channels accounted for 85%, and only 15% of the nights relied on OTAs (Huazhu, 2022). Compared with distribution channels, the direct sales method can avoid high channel fees, and the hotel has more control over the channels to maintain lower costs (Raab et al., 2018; Huazhu, 2022). At the same time, its own system is conducive to the hotel to accumulate high loyalty consumer groups, and the group can achieve the sharing of passenger flow between hotels. Thereby, Huazhu should continue with the multi-channel strategy to promote direct sales, such as through the Huazhu Club to enhance each other's networking environment by maintaining a direct and positive interactive relationship with members and encourage offline sales staff to convert customers into members; through the key account team, invest more resources in key account coverage to further expand the corporate customer base; through regional sales team marketing to attract local customers to Huazhu hotels; through hotel level staff to step up hotel room sales and recruit members to join the Huazhu Club by offering preferential rates and vacation benefits.
[bookmark: _Toc102317313]2.5 Actions 
The marketing objective should be collectively delivered by the corporate marketing team, regional marketing team, and hotel marketing team. This requires active and transparent communication across teams to break down the tax-inclusive RevPAR into the regional and hotel KPIs based on the previous performance and based on the local covid-19 situation. The corporate-level marketing team will mainly liaison with the regional team to take care of the online promotion through social media; the hotel marketing team will mainly engage in the on-site marketing team through initiatives such as festival promotions, travel packages, etc.  
[bookmark: _Toc102317314]2.6 Control 
The integrated cloud PMS technological system should be actively leveraged by Huazhu to construct a marketing platform where the marketing efforts from the corporate, regional, and hotel levels can be recorded and benchmarked against the pre-determined objective above, the performance of previous years, as well as the preform of Huazhu’s direct competitors (Jin Jiang, Hilton, Marriott, Intercontinental, etc.). At the same time, beyond the sole focus on the RevPAR, the marketing team should cooperate with other teams in Huazhu, through the CRM system, CRS system, RMS system, and CPS system to keep a close eye on other relevant performance indicators (customer satisfaction, profit margin, etc.). 
3. [bookmark: _Toc102317315]Recommendation and Conclusions 
The primary recommendation promoted for Huazhu is to uncover the opportunities hidden in the covid-19 pandemic as the covid-19 is a norm for the whole hospitality industry. These opportunities, together with other social and technological trends within the industry should be perceived and prioritized by Huazhu, and actively exploited through its advantages in its diversified brand portfolio, its strong technological capabilities, etc. Compared to passively responding to the covid-19, a more active stance will help Huazhu to grow sustainably.
The situation analysis, with a focus on the internal and external environment, identifies the internal resources and competencies of Huazhu but also understands the external industrial trends facing Huazhu. based on the situation, an objective of promoting the tax-inclusive RevPAR to around RMB 190 is formulated. For the sake of realizing the objective, a sound marketing plan, with a focus on direct sales, social media promotion, and offering differentiation, is developed too. 
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