
60 seconds on…
Just starting out – the longest journey starts with a single step
Anyone who has watched the television series The Hotel Inspector knows that running a hospitality business is demanding. It takes effort, commitment and a desire to welcome and serve. You’ll find that there are 101 things to do when you are setting up a new business. It’s important to prioritise. As well as understanding relevant laws and planning how to develop your business, you will need to know where to find relevant and accurate information and advice.
Be realistic Assess your strengths. Recognise and improve your weaknesses.
Check legal and regulatory issues Available online from VisitBritain’s new subscription service www.accommodationknowhow.co.uk 

Monitor current trends and demand Use Visit London www.visitlondon.com/corporate and the London Development Agency www.lda.gov.uk/tourismsupport 

Build up the business Start with a business plan. Start with a business plan. Contact Business Link London for information, advice and business support. Introduce yourself to local networks such as the Chamber of Commerce and the nearest Tourist Information Centres or library service and invite them around.
Provide a quality experience Promotion, efficiency, fixtures and fittings, tone of voice, warmth of welcome – they all matter. So do cleanliness, facilities and the ‘wow factor’.

Check out the competition Stay as a guest or send your staff as ‘mystery shoppers’. Study the winners of the Enjoy England Awards for Excellence, the AA Hospitality Awards and Visit London Awards. What are they doing that you could be doing? 

Stay on your toes Measure customer satisfaction, organise feedback, anticipate complaints and deal with them promptly. 

“You’ve got to be on the ball all the time. I know within Stratford, we’re getting more and more planning applications for hotels. If I want to stay on top of my high occupancy levels, I’ve got to keep my standards up all the time.” Jan Dooner, The Railway Tavern, Stratford. 

Get a star rating Showing a star rating attracts customers. This is especially important when you are starting out and don’t have repeat visitors. A star rating shows the level of quality and services guests can expect. Star ratings range from no frills 1 star to luxury 5 star. Your star rating comes with additional marketing benefits. These include entries on websites and in printed accommodation guides. They are only available to star rated properties so you’ll be in good company. 

“I think the real benefit of star ratings is that they give visitors a starting point in their search for somewhere to stay. Without that, it’s a minefield. It’s a confusing marketplace out there.” Keith Richards, ABTA.

Take advantage of Get London Graded Until you’ve been through the process, it’s easy to imagine the assessor as an examiner looking for reasons to fail you. In reality the process is a genuinely useful measure of quality and a good source of business advice. 

The London Development Agency’s Get London Graded initiative offers free training, a £400 subsidy towards the cost of quality assessment and up to two days of free one-to-one support with quality advisors to help you to prepare for your star assessment. All quality advisors are former assessors so they know exactly what to look for. To find out more about Get London Graded go to www.lda.gov.uk/tourismsupport email qualityLDA@live-tourism.co.uk or call LiveTourism on 0800 077 8082. 

Useful websites

www.bllondon.co.uk
www.visitbritain.com/corporate   

www.visitlondon.com/corporate 

www.lda.gov.uk/tourismsupport 

Writing a business plan – Money doesn’t grow on trees

Do you enjoy business planning? Many people believe that working out a business plan is too complicated to attempt. Others think you only need a business plan if you want finance from an outside source. 

Both attitudes are wrong. The Enterprise Agency advises that businesses with a proper business plan generate 50% more revenue and profit growth than those without. Approximately 70% of businesses that fail didn’t have a business plan.

A business plan is a statement of intent that sets out clearly your business idea, your business objectives, the markets your business operates in and your financial forecasts.

A good business plan focuses on targets, sets short and long-term goals and provides benchmarks so you can check progress. It requires updating on a regular basis.

The golden rules of business planning are:

· Keep it short, focused and objective
· Let it reflect your vision, not what you think others want to see
· Make sure it is presented in a professional way
· Include realistic projections that give confidence
· Allow it to demonstrate your understanding of your market and your business
· Think about the audience – external (bank manager) and internal (management)
Essential areas to cover in a business plan are:

· Executive summary – what you want to achieve and how. Sometimes this is the only part people read so keep it to the point, organised and factual. Bullet points are ideal. A good executive summary won’t lose an investor; a bad one will.

· Market research – what do you know about the market, your competition and your opportunities?

· Business operation – what is the business, who will be responsible for it and what is their past experience/qualification/business record?

· Marketing and sales – who will be your customers, how will you reach them, what is your pricing policy and how did you arrive at it?

· Objectives – what are your short, medium and long-term goals? 

· Financial forecasts – tables showing projected profit and loss, cash flow and balances that demonstrate you understand seasonal peaks and troughs.

· A front page, table of contents and appendices – add these to suit whoever will read your business plan, i.e. are you seeking external funding?

You can find many websites such as the one provided by Business Link London offering advice on preparing a business plan. High street banks also offer help. The following are useful sources of further information:

www.tourismtrade.org.uk/Businessadvice/creatingyourbusinessplan.asp
www.bllondon.co.uk
www.gle.co.uk/onelondon/startup
Getting your business star rated – Experience is the best teacher

Star power, visitor recognition and industry support is growing. Over 27,000 businesses in England have a current star rating. More companies include star ratings in the information they provide to their customers because your star rating says many things.

For customers it confirms:

· The level of quality to expect, irrespective of price and location
· Minimum standards of cleanliness, health and safety are met
· The business is run professionally
· In the event of a dispute there is a proper complaints process
For management it confirms:

· The market and customer best suited to the business today
· An achieved standard for staff motivation
· A positive marketing tool
· An independent measure of quality in the face of unreasonable complaint
· An annual quality benchmark
“You can pick up our visitor book and it reads 'wonderful', 'fantastic', 'great'. If you use that as your only source of feedback then you'll be soon not be ‘wonderful’, ‘great’, ‘fantastic’. Visitor comments are very nice, but we still need external assessment to give us the real 'this is what you're doing’.” Kath and Malcolm Downes, Old School House.

“In the daily rigour of things, even I tend to overlook things. The AA assessors stay with us and then send a full report on the entire stay. It’s a benchmark which helps us.” Selva Raj Ambrose, The Gallery Hotel, South Kensington.

A critical friend As someone who visits hundreds of accommodation businesses every year the assessor knows what your competition is offering, how consumer expectations are changing and the difference between a growing trend and a passing fad. 

Marketing profile Many promotional channels are only available to businesses with a star rating. Web booking companies, like www.laterooms.com show official star ratings alongside customer reviews. Other companies such as the TomTom satellite navigation systems include VisitBritain star rated businesses on their mapping information. 

Assessments In London, the AA and VisitBritain provide identical assessments. The difference is in the marketing benefits included in the overall price. Each organisation has their accolades (VB silver and gold and AA red stars). You can have both VisitBritain and AA ratings if you want. 

Market advantage Only star rated accommodation is advertised on the UK websites and the 42 overseas websites operated by VisitBritain, on the AA website and from April 2008, on www.visitlondon.com So star rated accommodation providers gain a valuable business advantage.  

Subsidy The annual fee varies by business type, size and tariff. The London Development Agency’s Get London Graded scheme provides £400 towards the fee and offers one-to-one assistance to prepare for assessment. The overnight assessor pays for their stay. 

Getting started Self-assessment checklists are available. Use them to see how you fare against the minimum standards. There are questionnaires for Guest Accommodation and Hotels. 

Useful websites

www.qualityintourism.com  - VisitBritain star rating information

www.aahotels.com
www.visitlondon.com
www.lda.gov.uk/tourismsupport - Get London Graded information

Keeping the basics in check - Actions speak louder than words

Owners and managers of businesses that deliver a quality product and quality service are constantly aware of how everything looks and works. They make sure that they always inspect their accommodation with fresh eyes, just like their customers.
Some basic requirements that customers expect:

Bookings – simple to arrange and efficiently handled within 24 hours of receipt
Check in/check out procedure – prompt and efficiently handled
Staff – friendly as well as attentive and efficient throughout the stay
Cleanliness – a priority throughout the accommodation
Bedrooms – quiet with attractive décor, good lighting and quality furnishings
Beds – good linen, comfortable mattress and adequate pillows
Bathrooms – spotless with good quality towels and a range of toiletries
Breakfasts – a range of well-presented options, preferably containing local ingredients
Use the following checklist to test how your business measures up against some of these essential requirements.  Can you answer yes to these questions? 

Pre-arrival

· Do you test your booking channels on a regular basis – telephone, internet, email? 

· Can visitors find relevant booking information easily from your website (within two or three clicks)?

· Is your official star rating shown on your website?

· Is there someone to answer the phone at all times and, if not, are calls diverted to your mobile?

· Do you use your business name when answering phone enquiries?

· Have you set a maximum response time that all enquiries will be acknowledged/answered and do you monitor it?

· Do you ask for all relevant information, including purpose of visit and contact details for the future?

· Do you clarify what the price includes (e.g. breakfast, VAT) to avoid surprises?

· Have you made clear your cancellation terms and conditions?

· Do customers know where you are located and have you provided clear directions?

Arrival

· Is your establishment clearly signed and identifiable?

· Do you have a clear booking-in procedure and flexible arrangements if visitors want to arrive early or late?

· Can customers easily identify members of staff?

· How available are staff to help out (e.g. with luggage)?

· Can extra services be ordered (e.g. wake up call/newspaper)? 

· Are all staff familiar with the accommodation layout and facilities and services available?

Stay

· Do you stay in your guest rooms so you know how well everything works? e.g. space for luggage, mirror at an appropriate height?

· Can guests adjust bedroom heating and lighting easily and effectively?

· Does the hospitality tray contain a range of products and all within their use-by dates?

· Do you provide internet connection/wireless access facilities? 

· Do you see your bathrooms as your guests see them e.g. lying in the bath, standing in the shower?

· Do you have a clear procedure for guests to report faulty items?

· Do you provide information about places to visit and things to see?

· Can you provide any additional services e.g. taxi booking, restaurant reservations?

· Do you have a clear procedure for cleaning rooms and do you check rooms after they have been cleaned?

· Does breakfast contain a range of options and can you cater for visitors with specific dietary needs?

· Do you use any locally sourced or organic produce?

Departure

· Is your check out procedure clear and do you offer any flexible arrangements for those leaving early or late?

· Do you know where guests are travelling to and can you anticipate the help they might need with directions?

· Can you offer advice on all types of transport?

· Are you on hand to say goodbye?

Behind the scenes – the golden rules

· Keep the entrance and external areas neatly maintained
· Develop a written room cleaning procedure to be followed
· Carry out spot checks on rooms after they have been cleaned
· Clean windows regularly
· Plan an on-going programme of repair, maintenance and replacement for décor, fixtures and fittings
· Develop and practice emergency evacuation so that your staff know exactly what’s expected of them and can advise customers calmly and efficiently
· Avoid talking about room numbers in front of other guests to make sure that privacy and security is maintained
For more detailed advice about meeting customer expectations and running a quality tourism business, see Improving your business section.

What happens in a crisis? - By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail

London attracts visitors from all over the world. The city’s international profile is something to celebrate but it also means London’s tourism is vulnerable to world events. The experience of recent years shows how quickly such events can impact on tourism. At some time in the future there will be another event that causes visitors to stay away from London, from your area and from your business. A well thought out plan of responsive action could be the difference between survival and failure. 

The best way to handle a crisis is to be prepared and to act quickly. No two crises are the same. It could be a world event that keeps tourists from travelling, a fire damaging your premises or a technology crash that erases all your booking and customer contact information. How you prepare for a crisis and how you deal with it determine how well your business survives.

There are two processes to consider:

· Business Continuity Planning is the process of identifying what might go wrong in the future and checking that the business will be able to cope. This involves planning possible back up such as alternative suppliers, full insurance cover, off site data storage etc. 

· Crisis Management is the process that kicks in as soon as something has gone wrong. It focuses on the critical issues in stages such as the first 24 hours, the next seven days and the development of a recovery plan. It covers issues like handling the police and emergency services, the press, staff and customers.

Both processes are essential. The LDA Business As Usual Toolkit and Crisis Management workshops will help any business prepare a plan. For further information and a pdf copy of the toolkit see www.lda.gov.uk/tourismsupport 

A crisis has well defined stages and the business decisions you face will change as the crisis evolves. The golden rules are:

· Prepare a contingency plan in advance and adapt accordingly
· Concentrate on keeping the business running. When customers stay away less cash comes into the business. Identify the impact and take action quickly to control costs and budget accordingly.

· Think about your staff. You need to understand their rights, your responsibilities and how best to motivate them during a crisis.

· Think about your customers. If customers cancel or stay away, your business is at risk. Identify positive actions you can take to keep existing customers and win new business.

· Seek positive press coverage. Prepare answers to questions in advance and offer answers that reassure the public.

· Use marketing to help your business. Be innovative and create demand in unusual ways. Gaining the attention and interest of potential customers is crucial to the success of your business. 

· Consider using your staff resources to diversify your business e.g. cleaning business, supplying food hampers
And for businesses that are prepared for any crisis, the rewards can go far beyond just survival.  Some businesses have successfully turned a potential crisis to their advantage.

Useful websites

www.lda.gov.uk/tourismsupport 

www.londonprepared.gov.uk
Greening your business – A penny saved is a penny earned

Climate change and carbon footprints are important issues. The public are becoming increasingly aware of terms like sustainability, green and corporate responsibility.  However few people can accurately define what they mean.  So what do green issues mean for your business? What should you be doing about them?

Becoming a sustainable tourism or green tourism business is really about using common sense. All businesses can save money through better management of raw materials, waste production and energy and water consumption. The increasing costs of waste disposal, water and energy are forcing many businesses to improve the efficiency of how they use these resources. Environmental issues are a key priority of 70% of hotel and catering businesses (www.envirowise.gov.uk). Research by VisitBritain shows that a growing number of visitors think that the environmental impact of their holiday choices is important. Parliament is threatening legislation for all of us - businesses and consumers – to achieve government targets.

To turn yourself into a sustainable tourism business you don’t have to be a green expert. Organisations like Hospitable Climates provide free advice sheets and an online benchmarking service for accommodation businesses. The Carbon Trust provides free energy audits for qualifying large businesses with annual energy bills of over £50K. The audits offer suggestions and their relative costs. They also advise on how long it will take to recoup your initial outlay. Tax relief is available for capital investment in energy-saving technology.
Adjustments don’t need to be complicated or costly. Hotels that have made simple changes have saved over £230 per room. Just two drops a second from a dripping tap wastes nearly 10,000 litres of water in a year. Fitting cistern volume adjusters to a toilet could save up to £35 per year. www.envirowise.gov.uk
There are many places in London offering environmental advice. For details of recycling schemes in your Borough, see www.londonremade.com. SmartWorks can give you an energy audit.  London Environmental Support Services act as a broker to help businesses find the right source of advice. See www.less-online.com 

“We recycle everything we can and we plant over 100 new trees each year. We also replaced our boilers in 2007 saving 214.2 tonnes of CO2, 54.8 tonnes of carbon every year, as well as £22,480 in annual energy bills. In addition we have secured a four-year interest free loan of £83,000 from the Carbon Trust, representing 50% of the cost of the new boilers.” Andrew Beale, West Lodge Park, Enfield.

The golden rules are:

· Teamwork – you need commitment and acceptance from every member of staff
· Assessment – you can’t monitor what you don’t measure
· Set targets – around three to five with realistic goals
· Stay positive – you can’t implement changes all at once and you can’t do it alone
· Focus on reducing usage – it’s even better to save than to recycle
· Find support – look for up-to-date information on innovations, savings and available grants
As well as being more efficient with your energy resources, you can also offer an improved visitor experience that reinforces your quality message and keeps your business at the forefront of the sustainability movement. Some ideas:

· Provide accurate information about public transport and the Oyster card

· Try to serve as much local and seasonal food as you can 

· Recommend some smaller, lesser known quality attractions and experiences local to you

· Give details of walks available in your area

· Promote local events and festivals

· Offer your guests a means of carbon-offsetting their travel – see www.climatecare.org 

Prove your commitment through a Green Tourism for London accreditation. This accreditation is only available to star rated accommodation businesses. Further information can be found at www.lda.gov.uk/greentourism
Useful websites

www.green-business.co.uk 

www.consideratehoteliers.com
www.tourismpartnership.org
www.thetravelfoundation.org.uk
www.hospitableclimates.org.uk
Getting ahead in IT – Necessity is the mother of invention

Whatever the size of your business, the internet offers you a potential worldwide audience of over 400 million people. In the UK over 70% of the population has access to the internet. This new way of conducting business offers you a chance of improving customer service at minimal cost and with faster communication times.

e-novice?

If you don’t yet have a website or email you’re not alone. However, you are missing out on potential business. It’s simple, quick and inexpensive to get the basics in place and there are many sources of information available. The key things you should have are:

An email address – this is the quickest, most cost-effective method of communicating with your customers and suppliers. You can personalise email as you would a letter and offer individual responses to individual customers. Email provides a written record of what was agreed in the case of any dispute. And email reduces postage, telephone and stationery costs.  

A website – this is an advert for your business available 24 hours a day with up-to-date information about prices, facilities and pictures. Even with no other features, this should instil confidence that you are trading and that you operate professionally. Your website promotes your business your way. You can have it designed professionally. Or with some training you can do it yourself. You just need to be prepared to learn new jargon like search engine optimisation and website accessibility. Research your options or attend an e-business training workshop available across London through Business Link London. 

“Our website is available in 13 different languages and we also have an accessible version for those with visual impairments.” Serena von der Heyde, Georgian House, Pimlico.

Make your website easy to use. Not every potential customer has a high-speed broadband connection, perfect vision and speaks English as their first language. You can apply the same reasoning to the search engines that present your website to customers. If the website is designed to be accessible, the search engines will find it easily and quickly. This means that search engines will give your site a favourable position in their listings.

e-experienced?

You have a website and are comfortable with web jargon. You’re ready to move onto more advanced e-commerce and email marketing.

Email marketing is the simplest way to raise awareness of your business, create a demand for it and encourage sales e.g. when you want to promote a special offer to fill a quiet time. You send a tailored message to an interested audience with one click.  There are some legal issues to be aware of such as data protection and customer privacy. However these are quite simple to understand and follow. The Business Link London website has good summaries www.bllondon.com. Professional software systems for designing and sending e-newsletters and managing your contacts database cost £400 - £500 per year.

Online booking needs a website that inspires trust, shows integrity and is transparent and simple to use. About 80% of shoppers abandon trying to buy something online because of websites that are complicated to use. The golden rules are:

· Design a site and ordering process that are easy to use

· Inspire confidence 

· Check out competitors’ sites and the most popular, famous sites

· Talk to your customers to find out what works for them 

Money from online transactions can often be in your business bank account before ordinary credit card transactions. 

Visit London offers its partners a simple online booking service that can help you reach a much larger market. You need an email address and then you simply let them know when you have rooms available.

Useful websites

www.tourismtrade.org.uk/Businessadvice/producingawebsite.asp
www.bllondon.co.uk 

www.frontdesk.co.uk/eviivo_frontdesk
Making your business accessible to all and increasing profit – One half of the world does not know how the other half lives

Not just wheelchairs Making your accommodation accessible is not just about ramps and lifts for wheelchair users. Mobility problems cover everything from arthritic joints that make walking slow to the use of a motorised wheelchair. Did you know that the most common disability problem is a back problem? More people are hard of hearing than truly deaf. There are more partially sighted people than blind people.

It’s difficult to know what small things can make the difference when you have no experience of what it’s like to have a disability. However it makes sound business sense to make sure the service you offer helps every possible customer. A large and growing number of visitors require small but valuable adjustments and they look for businesses that have recognised and responded to their needs.

“The difficulty is that when you label someone as disabled, you immediately assume white sticks, guide dogs, wheelchairs and that is very much the minority of the disability market.” Keith Richards, ABTA.

Reasonable adjustments The golden rule of accessible accommodation is to make reasonable adjustments. Some quick wins:

· Ask guests if they require assistance. Don’t assume they do.

· Think about colour contrast, for example no white napkins on white tablecloths

· Use larger text size that is a minimum 14 point on brochures, menus and websites 

· Keep a pen and paper at reception for guests to write down what they need

· Welcome guide and hearing dogs, and have a bowl of water ready

· Consider assistance in emergencies such as a portable vibrating alarm 

· Install an induction loop hearing system or have a portable one available

· Provide audio menus e.g. MP3 player

· Provide a range of different chairs and include some with arm supports

Rating The National Accessible Scheme (NAS) operated by VisitBritain and Tourism for All UK gives clear guidance on providing a more accessible environment.  The NAS information pack is free of charge and, at the very least, you should complete their self survey form. www.tourismtrade.org.uk/quality/assessmentstandards/nationalaccessiblescheme  

Access statements Access statements provide consumers with a clear description of the facilities and services you offer. In London all businesses are encouraged to provide an access statement on their website or in hard copy. For more information and a suggested template go to www.tourismtrade.org.uk/quality/assessmentstandards/nationalaccessiblescheme
Accessibility workshops Learn more about the principles of accessibility and the benefits for your business by attending a free LDA Accessibility Workshop. For more information go to www.lda.gov.uk/tourismsupport 

Useful websites

What do guest accommodation owners need to know about the law and disability pdf available from: www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/publicationsandresources/Disability/Pages/Services.aspx 
www.equalityhumanrights.com 

www.tourismforall.info
www.rnib.org.uk
www.rnid.org.uk
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