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Executive Summary 
This report examines stakeholder involvement on both starting and ending the project following the project initiation report for the launch of an innovative new artificial intelligencebased guest experience service. Called StaySmart Plus, it is to be highlighted out by the InterContinental Hotels Group Hotels and Resorts (IHG). The third largest hotel chain in the world in size with its headquarters in Windsor, Berkshire, England will form the basis of our situation appraisal using the SWOT and PESTLE models. Internal and external stakeholders related to the project will then be identified and categorized and the significance of each will be established. This will then cover the way to assess and understand the roles, responsibilities, benefits and challenges of each stakeholder with the use of Mendelow’s power interest matrix, a stakeholder engagement plan, a communication plan and a RACI matrix. The final report will include critical evaluation of stakeholder engagement process with the use of the 4Cs model: Communication, Collaboration, Consultation and Commitment and evaluate how it can influence business performance along with recommendations for further action. 
 	 

IHG (InterContinental Hotels Group) 
1. Introduction 
IHG Hotels & Resorts is one of the world's leading hotel and hospitality companies with group headquarters in Windsor Dials, Berkshire, United Kingdom, listed on the London Stock 
Exchange and the New York Stock Exchange and a constituent of the FTSE 100 Index (InterContinental Hotels Group PLC, 2024). It owns, operates and franchises 19 hotel brands across a full house of segments including luxury, premium, essentials and suites. Among its many brands, the iconic are InterContinental Hotels & Resorts, Kimpton Hotels & Restaurants, Crowne Plaza Hotels & Resorts, Holiday Inn hotels and Holiday Inn Express hotels. It franchises, leases or manages more than 6,800 hotels in over 100 countries and employs more than 370,000 people working across hotels and head offices around the world (InterContinental Hotels Group PLC, 2024). Their head office is the operational centre managing global brand strategy, commercial capabilities, and technology investment across their hotels globally, and its operational headquarters in Atlanta, Singapore and Shanghai serve regional performance. 
The IHG brand portfolio’s drive to set itself apart and to raise the quality of its guest experience is at the heart of the upcoming launch of ‘StaySmart Plus’. This innovative new service represents a standard shift in customer experience through AI driven guest engagement tools, intelligent guest solutions, personalized travel concierge and a focus on sustainability initiatives that promote comfort, effectiveness and unique IHG brand differentiation. The service is scheduled to be deployed across a selected range of IHG hotels in the local and global arenas within 6 months. As Project Manager for the StaySmart Plus initiative, this position requires the Identification, Analysis and Engagement of key internal and external stakeholders necessary for the effective Design, Development, Launch and Uptake of the StaySmart Plus service. 
The purpose of this report is to identify and categorise relevant internal and external stakeholders to the StaySmart Plus launch, to propose and justify appropriate engagement mechanisms and strategies to facilitate partnership, trust and commitment across a range of cultural and market environments, and to evaluate the merits, constraints and ethical implications of stakeholder engagement for the global hospitality product launch. This discussion is grounded in contemporary stakeholder theory, as well as more recent approaches to engagement and research findings and analysis, predominantly from recent years (within the last five years). 
2. Organisational Appraisal 
Before stakeholders can be proactively engaged the Project Manager needs to have an understanding of the project’s environment in which it is operating. This will include an awareness of IHG’s own strengths and weaknesses, along with any external opportunities or threats that may affect the project. Presented below is a SWOT analysis, a PESTLE analysis of IHG within the scope of StaySmart Plus and finally some SMART objectives to measure the projects progress and success. 
2.1 SWOT Analysis 
	Strengths 
	Weaknesses 

	Established, well-known, international brand portfolio encompassing 19 hotels, with a presence in over 100+ countries, extensive loyalist schemes and sound financial position (InterContinental Hotels Group PLC, 2024). 
	Over-reliance on franchise partners to manage their own adoption of technology, differing level of IT digital capabilities in older sites. 

	Existing guest data systems that support personalisation; Experienced project and technology functions within Headquarters. 
	Potential negative customer reactions to AI in a human dominated industry; the training requirements for a huge dispersed workforce.  

	Opportunities 
	Threats 

	Growing demand for Personalized and 
Sustainable Travel, Distinct & differentiators over competitors, new revenue opportunities and enhanced data driven upselling.  
	Data Regulation by jurisdictions Competition from those offering similar services/products impact of economic conditions on discretionary spending.  

	The development into new markets and pipeline of over two thousand hotels, (InterContinental Hotels Group PLC, 2024). 
	Threat from connectivity of devices and the risk to brand and reputation from technology perceived as anonymous.  


2.2 PESTLE Analysis 
	Factor 
	Relevance to the StaySmart Plus Project 

	Political 
	International Market Guest volumes are affected by government tourism policy, trade agreements and visa regimes between countries; influencing the speed of rollout of technology lead services.  

	Economic 
	Currency fluctuation, inflation and the level of discretionary income across markets impact guest readiness to pay for premium service and the willingness of franchise partners to invest capital.  

	Social 
	Future levels of adoption, which will require careful cross-cultural management, will be determined by evolving generational attitudes towards engagement with an AI, and rising customer desire for personalized services and ethical consumption.  

	Technological 
	The practical viability and costs of integration will depend on the reliability of connections and the availability of the software platform, how mature are current hotel operating systems and the rate at which AI technology develops.  

	Legal 
	The organization must also adhere to laws related to data protection, such as the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and other laws covering data protection, as well as those associated with employment law, relating to the retraining of staff. 

	Environmental 
	There are increasing legal and consumer pressure on hospitality companies to make their businesses environmentally friendly using facilities, intended to encourage energy efficiency and waste minimization (Ricaurte and Jagarajan, 2021).  


Collectively, the appraisal suggests that despite IHG’s substantial brand equity and financial strength, the successful realization of StaySmart Plus will hinge significantly upon the participation of external stakeholders that are not directly within the scope of project team control: these are primarily its franchise partners, technology providers and the regulators. These findings strengthen the reasoning of Tampio, Haapasalo & Ali (2022) regarding the importance of proactive and organised stakeholder identification for creating value in a complex project, and also corroborate the position taken by Klaus Rosinska & Iwko (2021) that managing stakeholders is an aspect of project success which is often downplayed. 
2.3 SMART Objectives 
	Specific 
	Launch StaySmart Plus, with AI guest engagement, customized travel, and sustainable features, in an inaugural selection of 50 properties in global and domestic locations. 

	Measurable 
	Deliver the rollout using existing IHG technology infrastructure, franchise relationships and corporate project resources, supplemented by selected external technology partners. 

	Achievable 
	Roll out using current IHG tech infrastructure, Franchise relationships and corporate project resources supported by targeted external tech partners.  

	Relevant 
	Supporting IHG's brand differentiation strategy, its Journey to Tomorrow plan, and a portfolio of sustainability led amenities.  

	Time bound 
	To deliver design, stakeholder management, testing and phase rollout in 6-month project period. 


3. Identification and Categorisation of Key Stakeholders 
A stakeholder is identified by Freeman (1984) as any individual or organisation that can affect or is affected by, the achievement of an organisations’ objectives and has since provided the fundamental basis for analysing stakeholders for projects. Stakeholders within the StaySmart Plus project consist of internal, being individuals and groups inside of an organisations structure, and external stakeholders who are parties outside of an organisations structure with influence or consigned interest in the project (JSTOR, 2026). 
3.1 Internal Stakeholders 
Internal stakeholders are located within IHG’s organisational boundary, with responsibility for delivery of the project. The core internal stakeholders are: The executive sponsor and senior leaders (who approves the investment and direction of the project), The project management office (PMO) (responsible for co-ordination and planning of delivery), Information technology and digital innovation teams (responsible for platform design and development and its implementation). Sales and marketing teams (responsible for the positioning and marketing of the service), Human resource department (responsible for training and up-skilling staff), Hotel general managers and front-line employees (responsible for the operation of the service and interaction with customers). 
3.2 External Stakeholders 
External stakeholders are outside of the company but have an either a strong interest in, or can impact, the success of the project. These are: franchise partners and hotels: these need to consent to the roll-out and be responsible for its funding at local level, guests and loyalty program members: the ultimate recipients of the benefit, tech suppliers: the platform for deployment and delivery, government and regulatory authorities: such as national data protection agencies, communities and sustainability groups: who have an interest in our initiatives, investors: for the returns on the capital committed. 
	Category 
	Stakeholder 
	Primary Interest in the Project 

	Internal 
	Executive 	sponsor 	and 	senior leadership 
	Strategic alignment, return on investment and brand differentiation. 

	Internal 
	Project Manager and project management office 
	Delivery to time, budget, quality and scope. 

	Internal 
	Information technology and digital innovation team 
	Reliable, secure integration of artificial intelligence tools with existing systems. 

	Internal 
	Sales and marketing department 
	Effective positioning, guest communication and revenue generation. 

	Internal 
	Human resources and learning and development 
	Workforce readiness, training and change management. 

	Internal 
	Hotel general managers and staff 
	Operational feasibility and day to day service delivery. 

	External 
	Franchise 	partners 	and 	hotel owners 
	Return on local investment and minimal disruption to existing operations. 

	External 
	Guests and loyalty programme members 
	Improved, personalised and trustworthy guest experience. 

	External 
	Technology suppliers and artificial intelligence vendors 
	Long term commercial partnership and successful technical delivery. 

	External 
	Regulatory and data protection authorities 
	Compliance with data protection and consumer protection law. 

	External 
	Local 	communities 	and 
sustainability partners 
	Positive environmental and social impact of amenities. 

	External 
	Shareholders and investors 
	Financial performance and sustainable growth. 


4. Roles, Responsibilities, Benefits and Challenges of Key Stakeholders 
Each group of stakeholders offers specific advantages for StaySmart Plus but also pose specific threats. While the executive sponsor can grant authorization and dedicate funds to the initiative, an inability to get quick decisions at this level can impede timely approvals. The IT team can offer valuable technological experience; nevertheless, resource conflicts associated with this shared responsibility can lead to schedule incompatibilities with other corporate projects (Blak Bernat, Linhares Qualharini and Souto Castro, 2023).  
Franchise partners offer intimate understanding of their market areas and funds to support the initial costs but given that they are independent business entrepreneurs, they may reject any modifications which will rise the expense of operations; this trend reflects a larger, in general observation that non-sponsoring project members prioritize their personal commercial interests than the goals of the initiative when finances and influence are at stake.  
Customers are essential as a validation mechanism since adoption and input are crucial to the initiative’s success; yet, the presence of varying degrees of technical complexity and attitudes towards AI in different regions suggests a need to develop a tailor-made approach to engage consumers (Iyelolu et al., 2024). Technology vendors provide cutting edge solutions however; the dependence on outsourced vendors opens a gap to potential delays in delivery. The impact of regulating agencies on project launch is significant given their capacity to prolong the release dates; hence, understanding their position and expectations without substantial contact will be imperative. Employees are indispensable to the implementation success, considering the critical role they will play to clarify to guests the benefits of the new service and ultimately influence service quality (Vrontis et al., 2022). 
In order to manage the accountabilities for the above diverse range of roles a RACI matrix (Responsible, Accountable, Consulted and Informed) has been developed for the main activities. 
	Project 
Activity 
	Project 
Manager 
	IT and 
Digital 
Team 
	Marketing 
	Franchise 
Partners 
	HR and 
Training 
	Executive 
Sponsor 

	Define project scope and 
objectives 
	R 
	C 
	C 
	C 
	I 
	A 

	Design AI platform and 
integration 
	A 
	R 
	I 
	C 
	I 
	I 

	Approve local hotel implementation 
	C 
	I 
	I 
	R 
	I 
	A 

	Develop guest communication and marketing 
	C 
	I 
	R 
	C 
	I 
	A 

	Deliver 	staff training 
programme 
	A 
	C 
	I 
	C 
	R 
	I 

	Data protection and compliance review 
	A 
	R 
	I 
	I 
	I 
	C 

	Evaluate 	post launch performance 
	R 
	C 
	C 
	C 
	I 
	A 


The matrix clearly shows how overall responsibility for coordination lies with the project manager; responsibility for critical decision-making falls to the executive sponsor; and specialist activity delivery is dispersed across information technology, marketing, franchise and human resources which reflects current best practice in multi stakeholder projects (Apm.org.uk, 2026). 
5. Frameworks, Models and Theories for Stakeholder Engagement 
There is a set of established frameworks to guide the stakeholder engagement process within the complex range of cultural and market environments in which StaySmart Plus will be launched. 
 	 
5.1 Mendelow's Power Interest Matrix 
The Mendelow power interest matrix classifies stakeholders based on their power in the project and interest in the project and produce four engagement areas/quadrants which allow tailoring the stakeholder engagement activities (Mendelow, 2026). 
	Quadrant 
	Stakeholders 
	Recommended 	Engagement 
Approach 

	Manage closely (high power, high interest) 
	Executive sponsor, franchise partners, information 
technology team, regulators 
	Active partnership, frequent direct dialogue and involvement in key decisions. 

	Keep satisfied (high power, low interest) 
	Shareholders and investors, senior competitor 
benchmarking bodies 
	Regular high-level reporting without overwhelming detail; maintain confidence. 

	Keep 	informed 	(low 
power, high interest) 
	Guests and loyalty members, front line staff, local communities 
	Transparent, 	accessible communication and channels for feedback. 

	Monitor (low power, low interest) 
	General 	media, 	indirect industry associations 
	Minimal, efficient communication; monitor for change in interest or power. 


 
 	 
5.2 Stakeholder Engagement Plan 
	Stakeholder 
	Engagement 
Objective 
	Method 
	Frequency 

	Franchise partners 
	Secure buy in and local investment commitment 
	Regional briefings, business case 
presentations, site visits 
	Monthly 

	Guests and loyalty 
members 
	Build 	trust 	and 
encourage adoption 
	In app communication, surveys, pilot feedback sessions 
	Ongoing through pilot 

	Employees 
	Build capability and reduce resistance to change 
	Workshops, e learning, manager led briefings 
	Weekly during rollout 

	Technology suppliers 
	Ensure reliable, secure delivery 
	Joint project boards, technical review 
meetings 
	Fortnightly 

	Regulators 
	Confirm compliance and reduce approval 
risk 
	Formal consultation, documentation review 
	At 	key 
milestones 


 
 	 
5.3 Communication Plan 
	Audience 
	Key Message 
	Channel 
	Owner 

	Franchise partners 
	Business case, timeline and support available for local implementation 
	Regional partner meetings, written 
briefing packs 
	Project 
Manager 

	Guests 
	How StaySmart Plus improves comfort, personalisation and 
sustainability 
	IHG One Rewards app, email, in hotel signage 
	Marketing department 

	Employees 
	Role changes, training schedule and support 
resources 
	Intranet, team briefings, line 
manager cascade 
	Human 
Resources 

	Executive 
sponsor 	and 
board 
	Progress against milestones, risks and budget 
	Monthly 	steering 
committee report 
	Project 
Manager 

	Regulators 
	Data handling practices and compliance evidence 
	Formal written submissions and 
meetings 
	Legal 	and compliance team 


These approaches put into practice the principle that stakeholder involvement is in relation to stakeholder influence and interest, is authentic and participative and not purely an informative one, which is something being brought to the forefront more within modern project management theory (Kujala et al., 2022; Aaltonen et al., 2024). 
 	 
6. The Stakeholder Engagement Process and Management of Conflict 
Successful implementation of the StaySmart Plus, as Project Manager, needs a process to engage stakeholders, initially identified and analysed, then actively engaged and monitored throughout the project lifecycle (Gil, 2023). It is not a serial process because stakeholder positions may change during project development phases, such as design, pilot and rollout, especially in the multi-cultural global environment IHG operates within (Lehtinen and Kirsi Aaltonen, 2020). It falls on the Project Manager to hold up to date and accurate ‘big picture’ of stakeholder views and to react where there appears to be a difference. The following discussion adopts the 4C's approach to Stakeholder engagement Communication, Collaboration, Consultation and Commitment as a structured approach to describing the engagement process and its inevitable points of conflict. 
6.1 Communication 
Communication is integral to effective stakeholder engagement, with it revolving around delivering information to the appropriate stakeholders via the appropriate medium at the correct time. Within the context of StaySmart Plus this involves tailoring messaging for example sending technical details to the information technology department, and to franchisees a highlevel business case which highlights the return on investment. Global deployment will require cross-cultural understanding, as different markets in Europe, Asia and the Americas adopt different communication approaches and have different levels of openness towards feedback (Vrontis et al., 2022). 
 As the Project Manager, part of the remit is to upkeep the reporting schedule outlined in section 5.3 and communication plan, due to communication often being the highest ranked reason for stakeholder disengagement and project delays (Daniel and Jonathan, 2024). 
6.2 Collaboration 
From just sharing data, people and team member participation in decision-making. Engaging hotel general managers and front-line personnel in usability testing of the artificial intelligence interface prior to full launch provides real-world operational data to support design – driving user acceptance and avoiding expensive late-stage adjustments. Joint working sessions between the information technology department and the technology vendor serve a similar purpose of collaborative problem solving. Collaboration (especially in cross-border and virtual project teams) fosters knowledge sharing and better, more sustainable outcomes (Blak Bernat, Linhares Qualharini and Souto Castro, 2023).  
As project manager, the writer is responsible for facilitating purposeful collaboration activities including cross-functional teams and the use of pilot hotel forums to ensure stakeholder contributions directly influence decisions rather than just provide decoration. 
6.3 Consultation 
Consultation is like an engagement of stakeholders in order to gather their perspectives prior to final decision-making and particularly relevant for high power-low daily involvement stakeholders such as regulators and senior executives. With StaySmart Plus consultation on handling of guest data by data protection regulators is a prerequisite to launch due to the sensitivity of behaviour data processed by thepersonalised travel planning component of the service. Franchise partner consultation on local cost of delivery and timing further minimises later resistance. Uddin et al. (2023) note that engagement levels differ across public/private/partnership forms of projects hence consultation needs careful planning.  
As Project Manager the writer must ensure that opportunities are available for stakeholders to consult and to know their input has impacted on outcomes to develop confidence and legitimacy. 
6.4 Commitment 
Commitment relates to the continued support of stakeholders in driving the success of the project following project approval and is the hardest element to maintain for a six-month international roll-out. Securing commitment requires active senior sponsor buy-in, the clear articulation of mutual value to stakeholders and an acknowledgement of the stakeholder's contribution. For Franchise Partners commitment can be secured via staggered investment and guest satisfaction based financial incentives; for employees via meaningful engagement in the design process and appropriate training and supported by findings that human centred engagement remains a crucial enabler of successful service innovation within hospitality (KU, 2026). Marino et al. (2024)show that even a handful of reluctant stakeholders can significantly inhibit uptake highlighting the importance of regularly rebuilding, rather than assuming continued commitment once captured. 
 	 
6.5 Managing Conflict Through the 4C's 
Potential conflicts The StaySmart+ project could face conflicts due to the varying interests and concerns among stakeholders: Franchise owners might resent the cost of implementing the solution; Project team focus on the long-term benefits; Marketing prefers to quickly implement a global release while the project management and Information Technology teams must include testing phases in order to secure the system quality and integrity; And Guests could voice concerns about the privacy of their data and ethical concerns about AI used in personalized recommendations and services (Waris et al., 2022). 
This Four Cs model helps in solving conflicts between stakeholder. First ‘C’ as Communication helps to identify concerns at an early stage. Secondly ‘C’ as Communication leads to the formation of stakeholder based mutually beneficial solution which aims to find the balance business needs and operational feasibility.  Third ‘C’ as Consultation includes in legal advisors, compliance managers, and data protection officers for the relevant advice on decision making.  The fourth ‘C’ is Commitment from all stakeholders in execution of all agreed decisions openly and ethically in order to make trust, accountability, and ensure efficient delivery of the project as StaySmart+. 
7. Evaluation of the Impact of Stakeholder Engagement on Business Performance 
The results of successful stakeholder engagement are generally agreed to deliver improved project performance. Aaltonen et al. (2024) showed that results within technology focused organisations are considerably better with actively managed stakeholder relations and inclusive decision-making processes. Within the context of StaySmart Plus this could be interpreted to lead to faster franchise partner adoption, avoid costly rework after discovery of operational limitations at later project stages and facilitate guest confidence in AI. Vrontis et al. (2022) reached similar conclusions regarding organisations within the hospitality industry where those with clear communication about stakeholder engagement received higher levels of social legitimacy and reputational advantage, a key aspect in a project with sustainability-driven facilities and amenities. 
Conversely poor engagement of stakeholders does not come without tangible business risk. Rassiah et al. (2022) noted hotels which did not consult their stakeholders on environmental and technology initiatives had worse stewardship and trust performance. With StaySmart Plus, the engagement of the franchisees not conducted will not result in uniform rollout across the locations, threatening the consistency of guest experience, so core to the IHG’s brand promise. Failing to consult regulatory stakeholders will lead to risk of regulatory breach, with the attendant risks of reputation damage, and failure to engage employee stakeholders will lead to service execution risks leading to a direct negative return on the technology investment. Gil (2023) also identified many large initiatives had poor performance as a result not of technological failure, but unresolved tension from stakeholder issues. 
There are also ethical considerations that feature in this process. The collection and application of guest data in this process raises issues of consent, transparency and proportionality that go beyond mere legal obligation to consider how the guests should be treated as stakeholders in their own right. In a similar manner, the integration of AI in the provision of hotel services raises issues about the evolving nature of hotel staff, and the engagement in a manner that sees staff as partners rather than consumers in technological change is crucial. Ethical stakeholder engagement as it involves bringing to bear responsibility to make responsible decision making is essential for the validity and long run viability of the project (Kujala et al. 2022). 
7.1 Recommendations 
Assign one person as owner of the stakeholder map, engagement plan and communications plan throughout its entire lifecycle to prevent it from becoming a post-script for on-going engagement. Undertake structured, culturally sensitive consultation with franchise partners and guests in each of the local regions before they are launched effective engagement strategies in one region may not be transferable to another. Run a phased pilot on a small number of hotels, leveraging structured guest, employee and franchise partner feedback to develop service before a full international launch.  This reduces the risk of broad-based opposition and negative PR. Establish strengthened data protection and artificial intelligence governance by consulting with the legal, compliance and, when relevant, external stakeholders on data and ethical matters early on and throughout. Fund extensive staff training and change management programs, since the quality of guest experience hinges on well-engaged employees. Track the evolving power and interest levels of each stakeholder using the power interest matrix relationships will undoubtedly evolve as the project shifts to guest-facing operations from its design stage. 
8. Conclusion 
The report has shown that stakeholder engagement should be central rather than a peripheral administrative process in determining the success of initiating and completing the complex global project of StaySmart Plus at IHG Hotels and Resorts. This report used a methodical review of IHG’s internal and external operating environment, identification and categorisation of key internal and external stakeholders and the use of recognised models such as Mendelow’s power interest matrix, a stakeholder engagement plan, communication plan and RACI matrix to explain how theory can be translated into a useful approach for managing project execution. The use of the 4C’s model further explained how effective Project Managers might build and maintain effective stakeholders, and proactively manage the inevitable conflict within a project involving franchise partners, technology providers, regulators, staff and customers across multiple geographies and cultural norms.  The impact analysis for business performance showed how proactive engagement, resulting in faster adoption, strengthened brand legitimacy and increased reduced risk outweighed the investment in resource associated with such effort; whereas weak engagement put the business at operational, financial and brand risk.  Sustained investment in stakeholder engagement is consequently seen as essential to the successful delivery of StaySmart Plus and similar IHG projects in the future. 
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